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Stories

BROUGHT BY THE STORK
Jennifer Sheridan

"I want to be a person;' whispered Ferd, the aqua green parakeet, perched behind Nora on the bedpost. Nora sat in front of her mirror applying cold cream to
the skin under her eyes. She suddenly felt sick deep down in her guts. She felt as if
she'd eaten bugs, worms, that they were crawling around in the slimy pit of her
stomach. She felt so very nauseous. Nachos probably, ballpark nachos most likely,
or artificial chocolate coating. Maybe it was just life itself that made her sick. The
last thing she needed now was the bird talking, again.
"I want to be your brother."
Nora tried to ignore the bird, Ferd, who, realizing that Nora was consciously
not responding, fluttered over to her shoulder in that frantic, annoying way that domesticated birds have. Due to a lifetime of six-inch flying space, their wings have
somehow weakened and they are incapable of truly achieving any real velocity.
"Nora;' Ferd whispered into her ear. "Nora, Nora." His breath smelled of sunflower seeds. He pecked at her neck until it was raw.
"Yes?" said Nora, knowing full well what he wanted, but not wanting to know.
"I want to be a person, person;' said Ferd, stroking the side of Nora's face with
one silky wing. The two looked into their reflections side by side in the mirror.
Ferd wore his most insincere sincere love look, his beak dipped ever so slightly, his
eyes half shut, the look that without fail wins him millet spray after millet spray.
Nora looked sullen, trod upon, sad and sick and oh so tired. Her hair hung into her
ashen face.
"What?" she said.
''A person, a person. Your brother;' demanded the bird.
Nora knew that there was no arguing with Feathers-For-Brains . He was certainly a bird set in his ways. Another crazy idea, but, she figured, it wasn't like him
to suggest something without thinking it through. Birds, by nature, aren't like that.
"No;' said Nora, stomping her foot. A dull thud with her fuzzy pink slipper.
"Yes;' said Ferd, "yes." And of course he is right.
Nora never could deny them anything, those darn birds, Ferd and Gus. They
had two bathtubs right in their cage. They had two nests, one for each, and so many
mirrors. It was outrageous. It was no wonder they were spoiled, particularly Ferd,
who was younger.
What if he wanted to kill someone? Would I let him? What if he came to me
with a plot to kill Charles de Gaulle or Lyndon Johnson or something, would I do it?
Of course the answer is no. A bird comes to you and tries to convince you to kill
someone, even someone you don't like, such as Mrs. Carlyle at the bank, the beadyeyed old snout face, she's so mean about overdrafts. He comes up with eighteen
different reasons why I should do it, right down to my parents' ridiculous in-house
separation and how other people would understand, what with all the stress I'm
under and everything. People would be glad, actually relieved and PROUD that I
had done it, killed someone nobody liked.
"Come on, Nora, Nora;' he might say in that Polly-want-a-cracke r voice. I
taught him how to talk, for God sake! No, I know where to draw the line. Today he's

requesting personhood, sure, no big deal, maybe he knows some way to pull it off,
but what would be next? I don't know what he has planned. Thi ort of thing has
happened before, for all I know. Hitler might have been a parakeet, a harmles yellow tweetie on a tiny plastic swing, until some unsuspecting moron let him try
something a little different.
"What are you thinking?" says Ferd. "What are you thinking?"
"Nothing;' says Nora.
"Something;' says Ferd, "you think too much, too much."
"It'll never work out;' says Nora, pushing her index finger under his fat belly,
forcing his scaly feet onto her skin.
"No one will know, no one will know."
"I'll know."
"Please, please;' says Ferd, tears in his black eyes threatening to fall down his
downy face, "just for a week, O.K., a day. I want to walk about on two sturdy legs.
I want to feel the wind through my hair, hair."
The transformation of Nora's brother into Ferd is quick, painless, the blink of a
large, almond-shaped blue eye, the blink of a round black pin-point eye, and it is
done. Her brother rolls over in his sleep, opens his eyes. He shudders, sort of ruffles
himself. Nora stands in the doorway watching the event in the dim yellow light
from the hallway, helpless.
No one notices but Nora and it doesn't bother her much, not much, except for
a few things. Basically Leon is the same. On Saturday morning she finds him in
the living room on the phone with his college girlfriend, his legs thrown over the
side of the couch, as always. He is watching a rerun of a cop show, eating ice cream
out of the container.
"Uh huh," he says, "that's really rotten." He laughs with his mouth open. Mint
chocolate chip runs down his chin. He wipes it with the sleeve of his plaid bathrobe.
When Nora sits down he takes her hand and holds it, like always. On TV a man
wearing bell-bottom pants gets shot by an off-screen gun and falls into the street,
clutching his heart.
What bothers me though is the look in his eyes, beady and harp as a hawk.
We are sitting in the living room and I notice that the black centers of Leon's blue
eyes are bulging out against his glasses. It's got to be Ferd peering out of Leon into
the world, a budgie inside a sixteen-year-old boy's body.
"Ferd;' I whisper, "I know you're in there." Maybe I can care him out somehow, shame him. This is no place for a parakeet. This is not proper behavior for a
little green bird with dimples in his beak, a pet bought in the back of the five-anddime, rescued from such a terrible existence. Have you ever been back there where
they keep the birds? It's truly dreadful. And this is all the thanks I am getting here.
"What did you call me?" says Leon, leaning toward me, covering the mouthpiece on the phone, "I didn't hear you."
"Nothing;' I mumble, picking a green pistachio nut in a red shell out of a silver
nut bowl, "forget it."
Leon is busy picking the salted sunflower seeds out of the nut bowl and sort
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of clucking to himself when his father comes in wearing his black corduroy bedroom slippers and purple boxer shorts.
"Don't dig in there;' he tells Leon. "You kids want to have lunch with the old
man?" he whines. He always whines, he has that kind of voice.
"What's the occasion?" says Nora, crossing her ankles.
"Naw;' says Leon, "not hungry."
"Come on, Junior," whines his father, "put your shoes on. We'll have a party,
celebrate your mother's migraine." He disappears into the bedroom to dress.
My father always takes Leon and me out to eat when he's had a fight with
Mother. Today it's German. He orders a tein of dark beer and insists I have a taste
because I'm almost twenty-one. It is bitter and thick and makes me want to vomit.
"Tell me, Dad, about the day l was born;' I request, wiping my mouth.
"Oh, let's see. I get it all mixed up. You were born in the morning, I think."
On TV parents know these things right off the top of their heads. Telling their
kids about their births is always a warm moment right before the commercial. My
father has sauerkraut in his mustache.
"Uh huh."
"One of you was late, I remember."
"Mom told me you thought I looked like your brother who died when he was
a baby."
"Lewis. Yeah, well, maybe."
"She said it frightened you."
"Sorry, Honey, I don't remember."
"She said you looked like you'd seen a ghost when you came from the nursery,
really pale, and you told her I looked like Lewis, the baby that died;' I hear myself
saying in this really breathless voice.
"What's the matter, honey," says Dad, putting down his bratwurst, "something
bothering you?"
"Well, my bird got away, got out of the cage somehow," I admit, turning to Leon
accusingly, like a detective in a bad movie, very melodramatic. I expect him to balk,
sit up in his chair like on a perch, squawking.
"Please, Nora, one more day, one more day, one more day;' he might say. "Mr.
Jeffers, please, help me out, me out. Being a bird, it's a rotten life, not fit for a dog.
Come on, give a fella a break, break." But he doesn't even look up, he just stares at
his fingers like he's never seen them before, clicking the nails against each other.
"That's a shame, baby, really. Got out the window, did he?" says Dad.
"No;' I mumble, looking at my plate, "not out the window."
After lunch Nora stands in the doorway of the sun porch watching Gus, her
remaining parakeet, swinging on her perch, all alone in that huge cage. Nora's
father'd given her the cage after a student named Emily had given him two cooing
orange lovebirds and a birthday card he wouldn't let her read. They had died when
he left them on the air-conditioning vent over night.
"Don't you think they'll be cold there, Daddy?" Nora'd asked.
"No;' he said, lighting a cigar. "They'll be fine." Nora found them feet up the
next morning, frozen stiff. Their little orange feathers fluttered in the breeze the air
conditioner provided. He didn't believe in keeping animals in cages after that.
She watches Gus sitting there alone and thinks how lonely the bird looks, how
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sad. She feels it in her skin; it prickles against her like a flame. Sometimes Nora
can sense things like a psychic or something. Nora watches Gus winging back and
forth, talking to herself. She doesn't even know Nora is there.
"Hello;' she squawks; "hello," she answers. "Birdy birdy birdy !" Gus is pissed.
She is terrified to be alone. She wishes she were dead. Nora can relate to birds
somehow, birds especially. Last summer in a hotel room over Paris, Nora saw a
pigeon walking through a concrete square. Suddenly it got this look on its face like
it had just remembered something, some bird thing. Nora wondered at the time
whether birds remember things that people cannot, prehistoric things, thing that
happened some time before there was anything but total darkness.
She turned to her brother Leon that afternoon in Paris, woke him up, and asked
him a philosophic question about pigeons. Leon rejected it; he wore at Nora and
rolled over.
"Do you think if you took a pigeon out of Central Park and dropped it in the
center of Paris that it would be homesick for its own statues?"
Nora had to ask a few times.
"No!" he shouted, pounding his fists into the blankets. "No. Now shut up,
would you?"
Leon doesn't like birds, never did. And now this has happened to him.
Leon is watching high school basketball on TV when Nora comes in from the
un porch. She knows she looks strung out, tired. She knows he can't help noticing
the dark circles under her eyes. She can feel them. He looks up at her. She's been
acting strangely all day, that's what he must be thinking, so it is probably best to just
ignore her. She crosses the room, blocking his view of the TV
"What?" he asks.
"It' Gus;' he sighs, throwing herself into a chair.
"Uh-huh."
Nora had a boyfriend last year, that's what he's thinking. He was a lawyer, or a
law student, or something. He worked part-time in a Pizza Hut. Charle . Charle
played the guitar, sang folk songs mostly, and ate a lot of popcorn. Nora knows
that Leon thought he was a big jerk, a hippie Pat Boone type, too nice. Charles said
"yah mon;' a lot. Still, he was someone. Leon can tell that Nora i lonely. What is
wrong with Nora, that's what he's wondering. She isn't sure her elf.
"She just sits on her swing in there, talking to herself."
"What?"
"Gus," mumbles Nora.
"Oh, Nora."
"'Oh, Nora' what?" she snaps.
What does she want from him? She can see the question in hi face. Her damn
bird got out or something, Maybe it died and the other one ate it. Maybe the other
one feels guilty. Gerbils eat each other when they die. He's thinking, Nora looks
like she's going to cry. She looks like she is going to come over to him and throw
herself on his neck and burst into tears. All over a ten-fucking-dollar parakeet.
Replaceable. Still she's his sister and all. Nora knows that Leon truly hate to see her
so bad off. He even has to turn his head away. Maybe his eyes have started stinging.
It's just that she looks so frail. Why is she holding herself so stiff, that's what he
must be wondering. She's so goddamn skinny. He can ee her hipbones sticking
out. She looks as if she might just break.
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'"Oh, Nora' what? What do you mean?" she squeaks.
"Oh, nothing;' Leon says, but she's already turned and slinking away toward
her bedroom.
"Wake up, I said. Damn it, wake up."
Leon stood beside Nora's bed, digging his fingers into her skin, bruising it. The
purple already rising on her shoulder. She saw his nails, talons that he refused to
cut, before she could register his face. The nails were thick and yellow at the ends.
"What?"
"Your bird. I saw your bird."
Some kind of trick? A shifty bird trick, maybe, but Nora decided to play along,
see where it would take her.
"Where?" Nora sat up, put her hands over her eyes. She felt as if her skin had
been peeled away and what was left was small, pale and unprotected, shivering
under the thin blanket. Through her hands everything looked orange. It scared her.
Dropping her hands she saw Leon pacing back and forth at the foot of her bed,
his hands clasped behind his back. He squinted in concentration, taking tiny, deliberate steps. Nora waited, swallowing. She yanked sharply at her hair to wake
herself up. She felt the sting on her scalp.
"In the park! " Leon stopped, threw his hands into the air, fingers spread. "Do
you know where parakeets go? Have you ever seen them in the dead trees outside
the grade school?"
She didn't know.
"Well, they're famous." He sounded exasperated. " There are hundreds of them,
in the park." Nora just stared at him, looking for Ferd in the way he shook his head
from side to side. ''And I think I saw your goddamn bird there just now." Maybe it
was Ferd, now she wasn't sure. She tried to see his eyes, she'd be sure then, the way
they bulged, but he'd turned away. "So put on your pants and let's go get it! "
It was the middle of the night.
"In the morning . . ."
"NOW!" He stomped his foot. "You can't just sleep all the time." His voice
sounded frightened.
Outside the sun is shining.
"What time is it?" I ask. Leon is ahead, almost running. He slows down and
reaches for my hand. We have to hurry I guess.
"Never mind," he says. It surprises me to see the sun reflecting off the snow.
"What time is it?"
"Three P.M." Leon says. He takes my hand, like always. "But never mind that;'
he says. I have to jog to keep up with him. He squeezes my fingers and pulls me
along. I won't make it if he doesn't pull me. I feel so weak.
In the park we stop under a dead tree. He points across the snow-covered grass
to another tree several yards away.
"See;' he whispers, "there they are." I don't see anything at first, but when I
squint I can just make out some colors moving on the colorless ground.
Birds. Budgies.
I pull Leon closer, tiptoeing.
"No," he whispers.
"Yes;' I whisper back. We get about ten feet away when he makes me stop.
"You'll scare 'em;' he warns. He knows this.
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They look cold, skinny, weather-bea ten. They remind me of the birds in the
back of the Woolworth' s. There are about sixty of them, all gathered together
around two empty potato chip bags and a Twinkee wrapper. Pale blue, pale green,
pale yellow, parakeet colors, all mixed together. They stand out against the gray
snow and brown grass, and they make little cooing noises.
"Is it there?" whispers Leon. "Do you see it?"
"What?" I whisper. I've never seen anything like thi before. A flock of parakeets. Urban lions over a kill, something like that.
"Your bird;' hisses Leon, digging his fingers into my jacket sleeve.
Would I recognize Ferd in the pile, in all the confusion? After all this time (how
long has it been, only a day?), would I even know what he looks like?
There is one green bird standing to the side, but I'm pretty sure it isn't Ferd.
It's too skinny for one thing, too haggard looking. It looks like a concentratio n camp
bird, all feathers and bones. It looks like it's going to die.
"Maybe that one," I say out loud, pointing. The bird looks up, tilts its head. He
does not recognize me, but that's to be expected. I don't know him from Adam
either.
"Okay;' says Leon. He drops my hand and creeps slowly slowly toward the
birds, making little clucking noises, rubbing his fingers together a if he ha a treat.
His fingers look white and scaly outside his glove. The birds look up with interest,
walking awkwardly out of his reach. He gets within lunging distance of the green
one. The bird looks right at him.
"This one?" hisses Leon. I nod. Leon stands very still until the bird dips his
beak toward the ground, then he dives for it. The flock rise without a quawk.
There i only a gentle flutter of pale wings that disappear into the empty tree . In
my bones I feel all those birds settling on branches, folding their wings neatly under
them.
"Come on;' calls Leon, racing past me and we run back aero s the gra , up the
block to our house. Leon is beaming in the living room, breathing hard. His hands
are cupped.
"Got it!" he says.
I open the little cage door and he pushes the bird through it. It falls in, confu ed, flutters over to a corner. It is skinny beyond belief, skinnier than it seemed
in the park. I have never seen this bird before. It isn't Ferd. I'm sure now.
"Thanks, Leon," I hear my voice saying over and over again, "thanks, thanks a
million."
"Mom, Dad, I found Nora's bird," he calls, walking through the French doors
into the living room as if everything is so easily rectified.
Nora was drinking a glass of lukewarm water at the kitchen sink around tenthirty that night, looking out at the back yard through the bottom of the glass. Waves
washed over the floodlighted dead trees and grass on identical lawns all up and
down the block. Nora's mother shuffled in behind her. She knew it wa her mother
becau e she heard the ighing. For Nora's mother every breath is a heavy sigh.
"Hi Mom."
"Hiya kiddo," she wheezed, throwing herself into a kitchen chair. Nora heard
the metal creak. She heard the air going out of the plastic eat under her mother's
weight. Her mother struck a match. Nora refilled her gla s, looking out over the
world through tap water, smelling the sulfur. Her mother smokes Chesterfield s.
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Her sighs fell into sync with Nora's breathing until Nora felt them rising and falling
in her own lungs.
"Tell me more about when I was a baby;' said Nora, sitting down at the table.
"Oh, please, sweetie, I'm not feeling up to it."
"Come on;' Nora coaxed. She heard the voice of Ferd in her own voice, seductive, eager, a little desperate. Did she learn that tone from him or vice versa? She
walked her fingertips up her mother's rubbery arm. They both felt the fine yellow
hairs stand on end.
"That tickles;' her mother growled, pulling her arm away.
"What was I like?"
Nora wanted to know what she was like before she remembered anything.
They say that the first six months of a person's life are so crucial, but nobody remembers what it feels like, being born.
"You had terrible diaper rash;' Nora's mother finally offered, taking a deep drag
on her cigarette.
"I did?"
"Oh God, yes," her mother exhaled. "You bled and cracked, your skin peeled.
It was awful."
"Uh-huh."
"I tried everything, salves and ointments, those little medicated towelettes,
every brand available. Nothing helped." Her mother stared over Nora's shoulder
towards the wall. "I knew it must have hurt like anything, although you didn't cry
much. You whimpered sometimes, and you wouldn't breast-feed. I remember
holding your little butt against my cheek. It was so soft and helpless. I cried and
cried because you wouldn't cry. You were such a little baby, but very brave."
"Oh, Mom, it's okay;' Nora comforted, trying to take her hand. Her mother
pulled away. "I don't even remember it." Her mother sniffled, wiped her nose on the
heel of her hand and took another drag on the cigarette.
"God, my head is pounding;' she said, standing up, "I'm just not up to this right
now, honey." Nora took another drink of water, looking out at her mother's face
through the bottom of the glass. It was distorted, which was only a relief. To see
things clearly was too hard.
"Good night, Mom;' Nora heard herself saying, "good night goodnight goodnightgoodnightgood." She touched her mother's cheek with her lips. The skin on
her face felt cool, as cool and tranquil as glass about to shatter.
Nora sat alone in the kitchen, the sun setting a glowing lavender. She strained
to feel terrible diaper rash again. She longed for her whole life to come crashing
back to her, everything she'd ever forgotten, but nothing at all would come.
In a dream Nora stands in Leon's bedroom. Everything is in its proper place.
The high school basketball pennants are hanging on the wall. There is a mostly
nude girl on an outdated calendar above his single bed. The only thing wrong is
the smell. Leon's room smells like a jungle would smell, if she'd ever smelled one,
moist and hot, heavy with steam. She hears vague echoes of animal screeches,
monkeys and huge birds in the half darkness. Does Nora see Leon sitting in a tree
above his desk? Could he have feathers, huge greenish wings? Her brother definitely seems to have a bird body. Laughing a mechanical bird laugh, he wipes one
eye with the tip of his wing and sighs.
"Poor Nora;' he says, "She never did understand- basketball at all."
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Nora moves her lips, but no sounds come forth. Her lips taste bitter, salty, dry.
The inside of her mouth is grainy, like a pit of wet sand. Her arms are immobile at
her sides and she shivers, helpless, angry, terrified. God, what is this, a dream? If
so, Nora wants to wake up now. Leon is laughing with hatred. He stretches his
yellow talons toward her in a green jungle light.
"Poor Nora;' says the voice of Ferd, the bird, booming in her hears, "poor Nora
poor Nora poornorapoornorapooor." The jungle sounds get louder, taking over the
whole room. Nora feels the moisture of the jungle seeping through the carpet,
covering her bare feet. She feels the low growl of a powerful animal, a massive
jungle beast, something large and taut, rising through the grass. She feel the vibrations through her ankles, coming closer.
"Help me, Leon." She hears her voice echoing. "I need my goddamn bird back!"
The jungle walls emanate the feeling of no. No, you can't have that.
*

*

*

It is really night now. Everyone else in the house is asleep. I creep through the
dark house, past each room, making sure. My mother is in the master bedroom,
Dad, as usual now, sleeps on a cot in the kitchen. Leon is a leep in his bed. I lean
over my brother's body, feeling his breath on my lips, my nose. I peel one eye open,
hoping to find Ferd, the wayward bird, inside there, awake, waiting for me. Ferd
would have heard me coming. He would be ready for me. It had been a whole day
now. The deal had been for one day. Unless he'd changed his mind. I'm not quite
sure how these things work exactly, having never before been involved in, what
would you call it, an exchange, such as this.
I can't see him, not right away.
"Ferd;' I call, low, gentle. Maybe he is sleeping after all. Leon's breathing is
even, calm. I watch him sleep for awhile. I do love my brother. How could I have
let this happen? Everything has gotten so out of control. I think about Ferd, who
has always been a rather unpleasant little creature. He chased Gus around the cage,
trying to mount her constantly, cackling, pulling out her tail feathers with his beak.
He took bedding from her nest when she was eating. Now that I'm thinking of it,
Gus had complained to me many times about these things.
Maybe I should cover his nose and mouth with a goose-down pillow. Wouldn't
that be something? I would feel them rock and buck underneath until the body
stopped and everything would be so still, so silent. I would remove the pillow
gently, so gently, and look into Leon's teenage face, bluish in the pink glow of his
night light. I could close his gaping blue eyes, no longer bulging black at the very
center. Maybe I should just do that and see what happens. I do have some control
here after all. The thought of it makes me feel worlds better.
I am paralyzed, can't make a decision. I return to the hallway, moving slowly
toward the sun porch.
I opened the window and put the birds out. Gus and the tranger, the substitute
for Ferd, who won't come back, who refused to listen to me anymore. The bodies
hesitated, knowing with raw, vacant instinct that the night would last for several
hours yet, that soon the frost that has temporarily waned would return in full force,
cold, frozen, and so dark. They knew that everything out there was dead and would
stay dead for several months more. There was nothing for them to eat. They might
not last the winter. But I gave each little feathered rump a shove. They fluttered

8

once and disappeared into the dark.
The closed window pane reflected my own face as I shut the window. Hard as
I try I still don't remember any diaper rash. I don't remember any pain.
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FOLLOW THE SIGNS
Lilli-Simone Langer
From the back seat I watched as my cab surged forward, then slowed down.
I was breathing through my mouth to avoid the dry, dusty odor, like yards and yards
of carpeting in desperate need of vacuuming. We were gradually catching up to the
car with the dome light on, a faint glow just ahead, hugging the far right lane.
It was an invitation away from the dark streets and building after building with
faraway windows lit. That one car with its light on equaled a neighbor' house with
a bedroom window shade absently left up, or a public scene when emotions suddenly flare up and out of control. A sliver of privacy is expo ed, laid out before
you, or driving alongside in the next lane.
My cab was soon a few feet ahead of her car. My window was aligned with
hers. There was a moment when both vehicles traveled at exactly the same speed
and it felt as if neither of us was moving at all. And that was when I looked over.
The woman was driving and curling her lashes at the ame time.
I watched her as easily as if I were just glancing over from a neighboring sink
in a public bathroom. She checked the road and then shifted her attention to the
rearview mirror and clamped the curler around a row of lashes. My cab began to
steadily pick up speed. I twisted around and watched her, barely keeping up with
traffic, driving with one hand balanced against her cheek, queezing the scissorhaped handle.
She began to fade back and the faint glow from her car oon di appeared and
there were only headlights behind me.
I tried to come up with a reason to curl your lashes at 45 MPH.
I could remember a commercial for a car with such a steady ride that a man cut
a diamond inside, but he was in the back seat and someone else did the driving.
My cab began what used to be the first wide curve of an "S" before years of
renovation made it into a safer "C'
''A cabbie died there today;' said the driver. I looked up past a rolled-up sleeve
and a tanned arm, backlit from the meter's red glowing number , to the tip of hi
finger which was pointing directly to someth ing beyond the wind hield. But because we were driving along the curve, the aim of his finger drew a line across an
office building, followed by what I thought was a Poli h emba sy. Both looked dark
and hollow.
"One of our driver ," he said, "was just driving along slowly, and they drop concrete from a construction site. Killed," and his hand tossed omething invi ible away
and then returned to the wheel. If there was a construction site nearby, I couldn't
find it. I knew that I was supposed to say something. I offered what seemed
appropriate.
"How terrible;' I said, and then added "Really, that' just terrible." He didn't
reply. Then, while thinking about it, I added, "It' luck. Or bad luck and good luck.
Or maybe just fate? If he had only mis ed one green light that he made that day-"
and then topped becau e maybe I shouldn t have aid that. Again it was ilent. The
cab raced along. I watched as we flew through a yellow light. I wondered if we
were both thinking the same thing, that that could've been our "one light." Were we
lucky to have made it? Would it have been better if we'd missed it? If every second
had the potential to completely alter your life, then making a yellow light or having
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one more cup of coffee or the difference between getting up when the alarm went
off or hitting the snooze bar and sleeping for five more minutes could decide your
destiny.
The concept was overwhelming.
I tried to put that whole fate issue out of my mind. I told myself that I should
be thinking about Margie. She was the reason that I was in the cab, going to my
mother's house.
At the time it meant nothing. I was only a child. I was sitting at the kitchen
table with my sister Margie. We were eating breakfast. Cereal. We would pour on
the milk and then add extra sugar and then wait a while. We liked it really soggy.
We were wearing pajamas, bright cotton shirts with matching pants which had feet
attached, a kind of built-in sock with a plastic sole which added traction but was
hot to wear. It was sunny out. My mother was just a shadow at the sink with her
back facing us, and Margie asked, out loud, to anyone who would listen, "What if
the numbers won't go away?" I laughed because I didn't understand and soon Margie was laughing too and my mother probably frowned to the wallpaper above the
sink, ribbon-tied clusters of violets, forever on the verge of blooming. She had a
habit of looking off in the distance, angrily. You would have thought that she hated
the walls of our house if you had seen the way that she glared at them.
Then there was one autumn when every day Margie insisted on wearing the
same sweater. It was a big, thick, golden yellow knit. It gradually became stretched
and stained but still Margie was so determined. My mother was constantly trying
to reason with her, always pitching and promoting all of Margie's other sweaters.
And then, one day, Margie awoke to find her yellow sweater gone and she was
given a story about how it was tired of being worn and had left, and Margie went
to her room and could be heard crying from every comer of the house, screaming
and sobbing, until the doorbell rang and Margie, as she was instructed, answered it
and found that the sweater, in a heap on the welcome mat, had decided to return.
The question about the numbers and the sweater is all that I can remember.
Until the big storm. The snow just kept falling until the city stopped beneath it. The
only movement in the streets were kids. Hip high in snow, they pushed against it
to create trenches and then dragged their sleds behind. If you were alive that winter,
you have a story. Everyone does. Here's mine. While helping a man push a car out
of the snow, my father had a heart attack and died. I was eight and my sister was
twelve. And that was when the threes arrived. Like after a bite of food Margie HAD
to tap her fork to her plate three times. My mother complained about the noise and
Margie changed it to take a bite, put your fork down, and tap with your finger on
the table three times. And at the end of every block we had to pause because Margie HAD to tap her toe to the cement three times. And before long, she was doing
it all in threes, washing her hands, twirling in the yard. And then the threes took
over. She HAD to blink her eyes three times between words spoken, taking forever
to spit out a sentence, her face all aflutter with movement. And when it got really
bad, when something upset her, there were thirty-threes if the threes didn't help,
taking hours to walk, or read, or chew, always stopping to count because she HAD
to. My mother, sure that Margie was misbehaving, doing it just for attention, would
reach the point of screaming, "Do you have to do that?" and Margie would answer
with a frightened, quiet, "Yes."
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The cab was approaching my mother's house. I slid along the seat, to get out
of the door nearest the walk and made a mental note of the quirk. Because I didn't
get in and out through the same door, it would stick with me, nag at me a little.
Sometime in the future, I would have to reverse it, getting into the back of a cab
through the driver's side and getting out through the other door. It would have to be
done to return the symmetry. It made sense. I thought of the pattern as beads on a
strand. If you started with a red bead, the break in the ritual, you could follow with
black, white, black, white beads, back on schedule, getting in and out of that same
door, for as long as you liked, but only if you eventually added and ended with
another red bead, reversing the quirk, re-establishing a pattern.
The cab driver was looking for the address and I instructed him to stop at the
one that was lit up. Practically every room contained a burning bulb and the house
was so bright that it almost blazed. This was supposed to set a shining example of
a house full of people to all potential robbers. It was one of my mother's habits.
If she had been home, a single light would have followed her from room to room.
As always, I was surprised when the key fit into the lock; this hasn't felt like
my house for many years.
The kitchen was, and always will be, spotless. My mother is like that, forever
with a wet rag in one hand. I remember once, early on when Margie started to lose
control, and the numbers were gaining ground, I thought of something that my
mother had mentioned. She had said that when she first married my father she
couldn't believe how often he showered. She used to tease him about it. It was a
game that they played. It stuck with me. Then it bothered me.
One day, while watching my mother clean the dust from a crack between the
refrigerator and a caqinet, I asked her about it. I never mentioned Margie, but she
knew what I was getting at. She exploded.
"There was nothing wrong with your father!" she screamed, without ever turning to face me, still stabbing at that crack using one of her large, wet rag , wrapped
around a yard stick.
I turned on the kitchen television and watched to see if the news would mention
the cabbie that had been killed. The anchorwoman relayed much the ame information as my driver. Then the screen showed the cab. I was surprised. There was
nothing more than a wide, circular dent in the roof. When the camera peered inside
there was no blood, only bits of concrete covering the upholstery and the dash. One
of those wooden beaded seat covers was hanging off to the side, but still anchored
to the headrest.
I thought about how it must have been a sign of something. A woman primping
and driving at the same time. A huge mass of concrete dropped from a construction
site, killing someone. One accident foolishly waiting to happen. Another one, a job
well done.
I find signs in the most unexpected places. A scrap of newspaper being blown
along the idewalk is usually chased, caught, and read, sometimes saved. Once,
while I was watching television and aimlessly flipping channels, the announcer for
a bowling match suddenly said, "You can't let what you've done in the past affect
your next shot. It's gone. It's finished." That was profound, really, so profound that
I wrote it down. Then, leaning in and listening, I waited, hoping that the announcer
would offer some more profound advice. He didn't. Just a lot of talk about how
balls react and some very important spot called "the heart of the pins;' which didn't
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mean anything, I was sure of it because I really thought about it. Still, that first
thing that he said must've been a sign of something.
I once saw a movie with a female character who was always finding playing
cards, single ones, and they were really good signs because they were incredibly
obvious and ALWAYS foreshadowed what was about to happen.
There is a man who almost every evening walks down my street singing deep,
operatic scales. But the other night he walked by singing "The Star-Spangled
Banner." Then, later that night, on my way to the drugstore I passed a parking lot
where the restricting wood beam at the entrance had a little American flag, on a
thin stick, stuck to the very tip of the arm.
That was certainly a sign, but not like the Hollywood version where a girl finds
a jack of hearts and then meets a really great guy. This was a sign like the dangerous woman driving and the concrete falling, because I'm not sure what it meant.
Earlier today my mother called and sighed and spoke as if she was talking to
no one in particular. Thinking out loud, she said, "Margie's back in the hospital."
Her words broke the predictable beat from my kitchen faucet, dripping for
days, still tapping at the porcelain as my mother droned on.
"They think that she'll stay awhile," she said, and then sighed again.
I have a big old vinyl chair which really belongs in my living room, and I'll slide
it in there whenever I have guests, but most of the time it better serves me in my
kitchen. The chair is the place where I rest all of the things filling my arms when I
enter the apartment, things that would normally be placed on a kitchen counter,
something my kitchen is without.
As I listened to my mother talk I had to sit balanced on the very edge of that
chair's cushion. There was a stack of things that I'd been meaning to sort through,
throw out, or put away that was taking up most of the seat. But so much time had
passed that it was starting to seem as if that pile of stuff was exactly where it belonged; it had begun to feel perfectly natural for me to share the chair with it. And
then my mother called and suddenly the dripping water was too loud and the chair
felt cramped and I thought about pushing myself backwards, sliding my butt easily
over the junk mail, smothering the glossy sheets of colorful ads, and continuing
backwards until I crushed a box of new light bulbs between my back and the chair,
pressing hard to ensure that the shards of glass would slice past my shirt and enter
my skin. I would welcome the pain and sit bleeding in the kitchen.
"I just had to;' she explained. "Margie wouldn't leave her apartment."
"Uh huh," I answered, with my bare feet pressed to the linoleum and I started
to push with my legs, but my thighs refused to budge from the vinyl.
"The doctor said;' she continued, and the entire chair started to inch slowly
backwards across the floor, until it hit the wall behind me strong and solid.
My mother had let go of something. The realization suddenly swam around my
kitchen, out of control, a spiraling wave without hope, fueled by fear, terror rushing through it. It felt as if the panic had pressed a thin filmy fog against the window
pane, or brushed past the stove's pilot light, threatening to push the flame free, leaving the jet to fill the room with gas. The water started to drip faster, beating down
into the sink, the noise drowning out my mother, and with my chair against the wall
I could surely crush those bulbs if I kept pressing backwards. I didn't know if my
voice was calm or if I screamed above it all and asked, "Do you want me to come
over?" and heard only part of her answer, "No, I'm going to"-and not able to listen
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anymore. I told her that I had to go or needed to go and hung up.
And then it happened. The answer came. It seemed so simple. All at once. I
was no longer Margie's little sister. I would be the person to worry when she wasn't
well, to hope that she would get better, and I would believe that it would happen. I
would take all responsibility into my arms and cradle it.
The kitchen settled. The faucet gained control and returned to a slow, barely
audible drip. The window cleared up and the room was bright once again. That
was when I knew that I had to go to my mother's house. There I could take care of
everything.
Margie has been in the hospital before. It has been several years since I 've had
to visit her there. I remember the psychiatric ward, housed in the oldest building,
the center of the large cluster which constitutes a teaching hospital. There was a
time when that one old building was the entire hospital by itself. It is the point from
which those towering new buildings spread.
We met in a reception area, a large, dark arrangement which could've been
the lobby of an old hotel if Margie hadn't been wearing a gray, formless patient's
smock. She looked incredibly thin. Deep creases in the material seemed almost
able to meet each other, as if there were no Margie in between.
As we walked I watched her profile. Her nose was my father's, always had been.
It ended with the sharpest point and added a serious tone to what was otherwise a
baby-face.
Everything seemed all right when we were seated in the cafeteria. Sure, Margie
was doing something with her legs, some counting under the table and her upper
body swung a little as a result, but she seemed otherwise in control. We were both
drinking coffee when Margie mentioned the numbers. I never asked her about it,
it was my way of telling her that I would accept it, that it didn't matter to me. But
there in the hospital's cafeteria, Margie suddenly started laughing and when I asked
her why she said, "I was laughing about something I used to have to do with stairs."
"Do with them?"
"Count them;' she said with her head, neck, and shoulders rocking; the motion
was child-like but the rhythm was mature and precise. And she explained, "I used
to have to count the number of stairs to a flight and they would have to end in an
odd number." I suddenly remembered a much younger Margie making a kind of hop
step up a pretend stair at the very top of a flight. I realized that she'd been counting,
ending with an even number, and then adding one. Margie continued talking, still
amused, telling me about how the totals for the flights she climbed often were
memorized. She mentioned our school, the library, a building with our doctor's
office inside. There was a time when she knew the totals for what sounded like
dozens of flights. And she said that she was constantly comparing the totals of the
different staircases, looking for something, some correlation. I wondered if she
meant a sign. Then I watched as she suddenly stopped laughing, and for a moment
her mouth was set absolutely tight, and then she explained that there was one stairway, the front stairs inside of our house, that for some reason she'd decided that she
couldn't or shouldn't count. So she never did.
"But it wasn't easy;' she told me, leaning closer and lowering her voice. "I was
so used to counting stairs that whenever I took those front ones I would have to
force random numbers through my head, I'd think twenty-three, one, five, sixteen,
eight, twelve." I wanted to laugh. It could've been funny if she hadn't explained it
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so slowly and carefully. There was something absolutely and utterly important that
I was supposed to understand.
And now I've realized what it was. She was telling me that she wanted to know.
A part of her needed to count those stairs, but couldn't. She had to know the total,
but was frightened.
That's why I've come to this house. Because after my mother called, and I
realized that she'd given up on Margie, all that came to my mind were those stairs.
Margie had been in control then. It didn't matter that she had to count them, and
sometimes add to them, because she could get past them. And then there was that
one flight, and how she couldn't, and then our dad died, and the decline followed.
I look up to the same wallpaper that still covers my mother's kitchen walls.
These violet buds have been waiting since the first time Margie mentioned the
numbers. There is a sense of closure now. It is as if I'm about to make these printed
flowers bloom.
Leaving the kitchen and moving to the hall takes a moment. It's starting to
come together now. I control what I can, and follow the signs when they appear. It
is as if Margie got stuck on this staircase, and I'm about to push her past it. I face
the tall carpeted flight, noticing the dirty tread marks up the center, thinking that
it could be more than just a sign of age. It could be a sort of path, my path to the
landing where I will turn and continue climbing. From there the top of the flight
will be before me.
I know that I will never feel' this ~ure of anything, ever again.
Without hesitation, this first step is one, then two, three . . .
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A THIRD PLACE
Dave Mead
Holding hands, they began with the Serenity Prayer-she, being only recently
released from the hospital, reading from her gold-plated sobriety coin, which she
held near her face with her free hand, and he, louder then she, guiding, reciting
from memory, his eyes closed-as their hands, squeezing tightly, fell between them
in a sun spot on her couch. Her apartment was dimly lit, with the late St. Patrick's
Day afternoon sun shining in from the west, fiery orange, but falling, fading fast.
It was warm for mid-March-it had been all week-and the one window in the
living room was open halfway, the beige drapes that had come with the apartment
moving slightly in an occasional spring breeze. Voices, oftentimes screaming, ro e
to the second-floor apartment from the street below. Langdon Ave.-the university's main street, which curved into fraternity/soror ity row near campus-had been
closed off, as was the yearly tradition, for the St. Patrick's Day parade and celebration. Hundreds of college students gathered on the street in what appeared to be an
ocean of green: green shirts and sweatshirts, green plastic derby hats, an occasional
pair of green pants or green shoes, green shamrocks painted onto faces with lipstick, and green plastic cups-given out by the university-run beer stands, that had
held beer dyed green for the occasion- littered the street and parkways. Students
moved to music and talked about which bars had the shortest lines, which bars were
carding, asking whether the Union had a decent band, making plans to meet at frat
parties for after hours. To the left of her apartment building someone had stood a
speaker in the open second-story window of the Delta Chi hou e. The university's
radio station blared into the street. Fraternity brothers sat or stood on the porch,
drinking from a keg, yelling at passing rival fraternity members that they knew, and
at girls that they didn't. On the other side of the building the Roundhou se was having a residents-only barbecue on the roof. Loud voices and music too, along with
charred wood smoke, drifted from the rooftop of the Roundhouse into her window.
Up and down Langdon, there were drunk college students and loud partie trying
to drown each other out, all of them - all of the people, all of the parties - rowdy,
all of them generally the same, the entire scene, seeming lifeless to the two of them
holding hands in the room: black and white (and green) on St. Patrick's Day.
" ... courage to change the things I can," she heard herself mumble out loud.
She wasn't into the prayer-she never was, even at the meeting . She didn't even
know the prayer. She began to wish that she hadn't asked him over, a the scent of
mesquite blew into the room. Her plan would never work, he decided.
" ... and wisdom to know the difference." His voice dropped off, actually, before the word "difference;' but it didn't matter, because it would have been mothered by the sudden blare of a horn , as a light blue university mini-van tried to
surge through the mass of green-clad bodie . Screams of "Fuck you!" came from
the street and the buildings, as well as a constant rhythm of loud thuds, as students
pounded on the van's windows and pelted it with plastic cups and beer cans. You'd
have to be an asshole to drive up Langdon on St. Patrick's Day, he thought to himself, only then realizing that the prayer was over. He was about to pull his hand
away when he noticed that her grip hadn't loosened. A hint? He had mixed feelings
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about her. Here she was, someone he'd usually be drooling over: shoulder-length
dishwater-blonde hair, skin that looked naturally tan year round, teeth that were all
there-straight even-and she didn't smoke (a rarity in A.A. or N.A.), and still he
sort of hated her. She was both an alcoholic and an addict-like himself-except
that she was just two weeks out of rehab, still unsure, still treading slowly, testing
the waters one day at a time. Her being both recovering and just out of rehab made
it dangerous to his sobriety for him to be alone with her, in a one-on-one situation.
But that's not why he hated her; sobriety, he could take it or leave it. The reason he
hated her was because he thought she was an idiot. She'd said something after the
Monday night N.A. meeting that had annoyed him. The meeting had been in the
Ratskeller Center in the University Union. After the meeting, addicts talked in
clumps of threes and fours, smoking, with loud laughter erupting now and then.
He'd been standing alone, next to the coffee machine, watching the rain falling,
splashing into the puddles already formed on the concrete patio behind the Rat. He
never stood and talked to the other addicts after these meetings, leaving the second
his group's meeting was over. He didn't know any of the other addicts- he didn't
want to know them, in fact-but that wasn't the point. The Rat was right off the
main entrance to the Union, and as students stepped in, they passed a portable bulletin board that listed the event taking place in the Rat Center that evening, with an
arrow on the top of the board pointing down the hallway. Every Monday and Friday
this board read "N.A. MEETING" in these big white letters. Now, he thought, how
can it be anonymous when you have this huge arrow pointing at your group, and
then the word "N.A." below it? Students walking into the Union would read the
sign and gawk at the addicts standing outside the center after the meeting-the sign
might as well have said, "Don't put hands in cage." Granted, most of the students
had no idea what N. A. was, but he wasn't proud of being an addict. The meetings
themselves were closed-door, so as long as he came in a side entrance and left after
the meeting, he was spared being part of the freak show.
He had to wait this time though, because he had ridden his MoPed to the meeting, and the last time he had driven the MoPed in the rain the brakes had failed,
and he had nearly killed himself skidding into a tree. Which was another thing that
bugged him about both A.A. and N.A.: no one really went out of their way to talk
to you, or to give you a ride to a meeting. No one ever wanted to drive up campus
to pick him up, or to drop him off after the meetings. The only people who offered
him rides were the townies, whose cars he was embarrassed to be seen in anyway,
so he was stuck either riding his MoPed or walking.
"I've seen you around campus-Science Hall, right?" she had said, to his surprise, walking up behind him as he waited for the rain to stop. He had watched her
approaching in the glass door but assumed that she would just say "Excuse me," and
walk right by, into the rain. He had even begun moving aside so that she wouldn't
have to ask him to move if she didn't want to.
"Yeah, hi;' he'd stuttered, trying to put a sentence together, turning away from
the rain and the patio to face her. "Yeah, right, I have Clap For Credit on Wednesdays in Science," he had explained, leaning against the warm - therefore safecoffee machine. The name of the class, he had remembered, was "Music Interpretation," but the students referred to it as "Clap For Credit;' because all you were
required to do was show up and clap when the performer had finished. He'd thought
about explaining this to her, but she was smiling, and seemed to understand. She
had a great smile, he thought, her face like a rabbit's, her nose wrinkling upward.
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He'd looked away from her for a moment, to some of the talkative clusters surrounding them. Her voice had brought him back. "This sure is a Jewish machine;'
she'd said, matter-of-factly, still smiling, while looking at the coffee machine.
"Why do you say that?" he had asked, keeping his smile out of politeness.
"Well look at the coin return;' she had said. "It says, 'Bent Coin Return', like
the only reason you'd get a coin back, the only reason you'd have to use the coin
return, is if your coin is defective, not their machine-ya see? It's so Jewish."
It had been the stupidest thing he'd ever heard. He was actually embarrassed
for her. She's such a moron, what if I had been Jewish? he had thought to himself.
So when she had asked him-out of the blue, not a minute later-to spend St. Patrick's Day with her in her apartment, he didn't know what to say. Here was this
moron who classified vending machines ethnically, but who was placing this trust
in him, asking him for his help, and who was, besides, not bad looking. Then she
pointed out that the meeting for St. Patrick's Day had been cancelled-or rather
moved four miles off campus- because there was a dance in the Rat. ''And I don't
trust myself alone," she had concluded, her eyes - light green - making her look too
innocent to be an alcoholic/addict, too young for college even. He had taken her
address, agreeing to spend the evening with her. She said she lived alone, and that
she'd make dinner. He looked at her one last time-she wa still miling-and told
her, "I don't eat red meat," and left before she remembered that classes were called
off on St. Patrick's Day. He didn't want to spend the entire day with her. He had
driven home slowly that night, because the rain had not let up.
She smelled the charred mesquite from the Roundhouse barbecue, and heard
the loud music from the Delta Chi house, which seemed clearer than his voice,
clearer than her own voice, in fact. She felt his hand queezing down hard on her
own. Looking out .over the window sill, down onto Langdon, she saw the light blue
mini-van that had just blared its horn, as it moved slowly through the crowded
streets while being bombarded by plastic cups and beer cans. She wondered why
the people didn't just move aside and let the van pass. She surveyed the group of
people, focusing on the people laughing: two girls wearing jean miniskirts, hugging
and slapping each other on the back; a fraternity house member wearing a red
hockey jersey (was he Polish?) and a fraternity-Lambda Chi-corduroy baseball
cap, who was spilling his beer as he leaned forward and clapped his free hand
against the plastic cup, laughing drunkenly.
Leaning back on the couch, closing her eyes, she tried to remember what she
had done last St. Patrick's Day. She was almost sure that she hadn't said the Serenity
Prayer. Last St. Patrick's Day, she recalled, she had played golf with her tepfather.
She had thought she could beat him and had wanted to teach him a lesson, cut him
down in front of her mother, who drove the cart but never played. She had challenged her stepfather to a $5-a-hole bet. He agreed and proceeded to shoot the
game of his life, while she muddled through the first twelve holes thirteen strokes
over and $30 down. On the thirteenth tee she had prompted her stepfather to bet

$10 a hole. Her mother, looking up from a book, stirring her gin and tonic, had protested. Her stepfather had agreed though. She envisioned him, after the eighteenth
hole, shelling out $30 to her, and her mother would see what a grave mistake she
had made by marrying him. By the seventeenth hole he was down $60. She had
again raised the stakes-infuriated with herself for lo ing to him-this time to
$25 a hole for the remaining three holes. Her stepfather, after she had persisted for
fifteen minutes, after the foursome behind them threatened to play through, finally
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agreed. Three holes later, after her stepfather had birdied the last hole, finishing
out with an 84-his best round ever-she was $135 down. No one said anything
about the bet until they were within a block of their house. Her stepfather suddenly
pulled into her bank, put the car in park, idling in front of the bank lobby, turned
to her in the back seat with a condescending grin, and said, "Time to pay the
piper." With no other alternative, she had gotten out of the car (as her stepfather
gave his wife a "This'll-teach-her-a-lesson" stare and a quick kiss) and withdrew
the lost money. She had gotten drunk that night-a Thursday, she remembered.
She suddenly became aware of the room's silence, the absence of his voice reciting the prayer, and, in fact, was aware for the first time that she had stopped
praying. Moving forward on the couch, she pulled her hand from his and smoothed
out her skirt, which had begun to creep above her knees, past the point of a casual
dinner. "We need some light;' she said, while sliding across the couch- away from
him-towards an old wooden milk crate that she used as an end table. She twisted
the switch on the lamp once, then twice, and thought about twisting once more, to
the highest setting, but instead pulled her hand away and, nervously, returned to
him on the couch. "I feel great today;' she heard herself say, knowing it wasn't true,
but what did he want to hear? "I feel just, just ... just so good."
He opened his eyes when she pulled her hand from his and watched as she
wiped her hands- of his germs? his sweat? - on the yellow skirt she was wearing
which exposed her knobby knees and fat thighs. She reached over to an old wooden crate-which was too old for anyone to keep-to flip on a lamp. As her hand
disappeared under the white lampshade, he noticed that her bent arm had caught
one of the late afternoon sun blotches on the wall, creating a V-shaped shadow. It
reminded him of a postcard that he'd gotten from his younger sister who was at a
tennis camp in Florida. The postcard had been a bird flying over the ocean, a
black "V" heading into the setting sun. This had been nearly a year ago, when he'd
gone into the hospital. On the back she had written". . . the things you know us by,
are simply childish. Beneath it is all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably
deep; but now and again we rise to the surface and that is what you see us by;' and
under the quote the simple word, "Woolf."
He wondered why the old crate, along with the couch (does this flip into a
bed?) and a glass coffee table, scattered with old issues of Vogue and the A.A. Big
Book, were the only pieces of furniture in the living room. He wondered why she
didn't even have a stereo, if she was a financial aid student. She turned the lamp
only partially on, leaving the room still dim. He knew she was making the first
move, she was hitting on him. He'd seen it in movies. "How ya doin?" he asked her,
to make conversation, when she returned to her seat next to him. "I feel great," she
said in a bragging voice, as though she, with two months of sobriety, were more
sure of herself than he was, with more or less a year of sobriety under his belt. "It
only gets better;' he said, reminding her who was the stronger of the two, working
hard to stifle an authoritative "Ha!" "I hope I never feel as bad as when I was just
out of the hospital;' he continued. He couldn't keep from thinking, though, how
stupid their conversation was becoming. They might as well have been saying,
"Boy, it sure is noisy down on Langdon."
"Boy, it sure is noisy down on Langdon;' she said, rising from the couch, walking towards the kitchen, passing the window overlooking the street. (He winced,
but was careful not to let her see him.) She was beginning to think that inviting him
over was a mistake. He had relapse written all over him, always staring out the win-
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dows, even during meetings. He was probably high right now, in fact. When she had
looked over her shoulder at him while walking into the kitchen , she had caught him
wincing in pain. Probably hung over from last night or this morning, she thought,
while getting a can of tuna from a cabinet above the stove, glad that she hadn't gone
through the trouble of making something without "red meat." Why can't people
who've relapsed stay away from meetings, she thought, taking the can opener out
of the drawer. The last thing she needed was to end up back in the hospital. That
would only prove her stepfather right.
"Yeah, it only gets better;' he called out to her in the kitchen. He didn't know
why he was saying this; he hated it when someone said this during the meetings.
(She stopped opening the can of tuna and winced when he told her that "it only gets
better." She hated that phrase more than any other. The relapsing hypocrite, just
sitting there on her couch, quoting the Big Book. She was careful not to let him see
her wince, though, making sure that he was looking out the window and not at her,
the pervert.) He caught her wincing when he looked into the kitchen to see what she
was getting out of the drawer. He knew his coming over was a bad idea. She had
already relapsed-sh e probably had a bottle hidden in the kitchen-an d now she
was wincing in embarrassm ent and envy, because he had sobriety and she didn't.
Why can't people who've relapsed stay away from meetings? he thought, wondering
if he should leave. The last thing he needed was to end up in rehab for the third
time. That would only prove his parents right.
Emptying the tuna into a porcelain bowl with a fork, leaving the empty can on
the counter for the time being, she knew that she had to get rid of him, if just for a
few minutes, so that she could think, maybe call her spon or.
He knew that he had to get out of the apartment. Being sober with someone
high or drunk around was no way to stay out of trouble. He just needed to get out
for a few minutes, to think, maybe call his sponsor. He hated his sponsor thoughhe was the last person he would call.
She hated her sponsor though-she was the last person she would call. But he
had to get rid of him, she thought, glancing at him sitting on the couch, still staring
out the window. Since he was high, he was liable to attack her.
He had to get out, he thought, watching her mix onion in with the tuna. Being
drunk-back on the bottle-she was liable to get a knife and attack him, she'd be
so jealous of his sobriety.
"Shit," she said, hoping that it didn't sound too obvious that she was trying to
get rid of him, "I forgot to get anything to drink." Then she added, before he could
say that water was fine, "Could you go and pick something up at Norris Court?"
That was it. She would see what he brought back; after all, she had said, "something
to drink". If he brought back liquor-whi ch she was sure he would, the junkieshe'd just tell him that he had to leave-she wasn't going to lo e what he'd gained
becau e he was unable to control himself.
Her voice came as a godsend. "Shit, I forgot to get anything to drink;' she
called out, obviously tipsy, forgetting that they were supposed to be keeping each
other sober. "I'll go and get something;' he called out before she could say anything
else; before she could drunkenly apologize- the lush-for trying to trap him. That
was it. He would go to the store and bring back a bottle of ginger ale. When she
saw the ginger ale she'd undoubtedly start giggling, and ask, "C'mon, where's the
whiskey?" He'd tell her that he had to leave. "Sobriety is important to me," he'd say,
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stressing the "me."
She noticed from the kitchen that he lingered for a few moments, still staring
out the window, probably forgetting where he was, forgetting that he had, two seconds ago, said that he wanted to get some beer. (He hadn't actually said that, but
she could read between the lines.)
She looked at him strangely when he shot up from the couch and started
towards the door the instant she had asked for some whiskey. (She hadn't actually
asked for whiskey, but he wasn't an idiot; he could take a hint.) She probably didn't
even remember asking him to go and get it, the drunk, he thought, while moving
quickly towards the door.
At the door, handle in hand, he stopped. Maybe he should borrow a car and get
her to that N. A. meeting, he thought. He heard her open a drawer in the kitchen,
not even knowing (or caring) that he was still there, probably taking another shot
out of her hidden bottle. Should I confront her? he wondered. Turning the handle,
walking out the door, he remembered people at A.A. and N.A. preaching, "Your
number-one concern is you, my number-one concern is me ... look out for number one, or else you're gonna mess up." But half-jogging down the stairs, he couldn't
help thinking that he hadn't heard half of what had been said in the apartment.
She heard him stumble across the living room, dragging his stoned feet to the
door, and then stopping. "Twist the handle, shithead;' she felt like yelling. Then she
had a second thought: Maybe she should call his sponsor and have the two of them
talk. Suddenly the face of her sponsor came to mind. "Work your own program.
Don't let anyone else screw you up," she remembered her sponsor saying. She heard
what sounded like her front door being locked. This is it, she thought, he's going to
attack me. Grabbing the phone that sat on the kitchen counter, heaving the receiver
to her ear, she was about to dial "O" when she heard his feet thumping heavily down
the stairs. Annoyed at herself, she slammed the receiver into the cradle, feeling as
though she hadn't followed everything that had happened, like she was missing
something.
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THE REST OF OUR LIVES
Kenneth M. Harris
Leon Smith sat sprawled at the kitchen table behind his wife, May Dell, who
leaned over the stove, dicing potatoes into a crock pot. He thumbed through the
pages of the newspaper and sipped his tea, shaking his head as he continued talking
to her.
" ... It just don't make no sense to go back to school after thirty some years.
These was suppose to be our best years, since the kids are grown and . . ."
"I wanted this for as long as I can remember;' she said evenly, interrupting him,
trying to keep her voice steady. She flipped over the last pork chop that was drowning in the sizzling grease. The kitchen smelled of smoked neck bones mixed with
string beans and white potatoes, and the fresh aroma of buttermilk corn bread
seeped from the hot stove.
"I know you always threw a hint, I just didn't think you was bent on doin' this,"
Leon said. His short, small body sat upright in the chair because his large beer belly
refused to let him lean forward. That was the only place where he gained weight.
May Dell would often jokingly refer to his stomach as the globe.
"I sho wish to God you'd stop bein' bull-headed. I'm serious 'bout this, Leon;'
she said, her voice slightly rising. She wiped her hands on her apron and moved to
the cabinet beside the refrigerator on her right and opened it, taking out a box of
paper towels.
Her brown face was damp because of the humidity that enshrouded the kitchen.
Her gray hair was frizzed, with strands coming to the front.
"I have the chance for this," she continued. "I'm beginning to wonder if you're
deliberately trying to discourage me." She halted, took out the last pork chop, and
piled it on top of the others in a platter.
"I still say, May, we should make time for somethin' else. It could be anything
for the two of us;' he said, raising his hands in front of him. "I'm not speakin' 'bout
me goin' to school either. I'm not into any book learnin'. What can they teach you
you don't know already? You already can count and know yo ABCs, and-and the
history of this country. What the hell is this, this thing 'bout chool you're always
naggin' 'bout?" He shook his head, drew breath, and began toying with a salt shaker.
"I want more;' she said, turning slowly around and staring at him. "I wanta
learn much as I can. All my married life, I haven't been any further than this damn
kitchen." She gazed around the kitchen at yellow walls with pictures of bowls of
fruit across from her. A clock with the face of a monkey hung on the wall over
Leon's head. The stove, refrigerator, and sink stood side by ide for company, underneath the cabinets. The window over the sink produced enough light, from time
to time, for her to see. A fixed expression remained on her brown face as she continued staring around her, as if she needed one final memory of the way it looked,

so that she could move further in her life.
"I feel like I been a nanny and housekeeper all my married life," she said, her
voice lowered to a whisper. "That's the way I've always felt."
Leon's head snapped up and he glared at his wife as though she had thrown
water in his face.
"I didn't know I treated you that way;' he said. "I didn't know you felt like that;'
he muttered more to himself than to her. He placed both hands on the table, stood,
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and took one last sip from his cup.
"I didn't mean it the way it came out, Leon;' she said quickly. "I just want ya to
try and understand, that's all I want." She turned back around, bent, opened the
squeaking door of the oven and took out the corn bread with a dishtowel. She
placed the pan on top of the stove and turned back around, but Leon's seat was
empty and his footsteps echoed down the hall.
It was nine-thirty in the morning and the temperature was seventy-five degrees
as Leon leaned back on the window sill in the bathroom. It was going to be another
piercing hot day, but not as hot as it was between him and his wife. An occasional
breeze from the cracked window brought momentary relief that left as quickly as
it came. He propped both elbows up behind him as the memory of that conversation the day before entered his mind. He could not think of anything else. He took
off his T-shirt and threw it in the tub on his right.
He had gotten up early that morning so he could find solace in the bathroom.
It had worked with both of them many times in the past. They found they could
communicate better there, especially away from the kids. They would purposely
get up early in the morning and head to the bathroom whenever something crucial
needed to be discussed. It was their private chamber. Now he needed to be alone,
and this was one time he felt the magic slipping away. Not even the bathroom
could help him.
He tilted his head to the right and looked over the bathroom. What is it about
this place, he thought? It was larger than most he'd seen. The toilet was in front of
him and the tub and shower were on his right. In the corner, across from the toilet,
separated by the door, was a white hamper overrun with dirty towels and linen. The
walls were a coral-peach that changed to orange whenever the sun's rays struck
the window.
Leon could see the cracked paint on the ceiling. He had procrastinated too long
and had not gotten the ceiling, nor the rest of the bathroom, painted. Now the
cracks were spreading like a rash.

He had been in the bathroom for forty-five minutes in order to avoid May Dell.
It was no use, because her raggedy house shoes slapping on the floor in the hallway
outside the door startled him. She had been wearing those same shoes for years;
they had holes worn through at the toes. He purchased her a new pair at Christmas
time but she refused to wear them, saying that the old ones were more comfortable.
He could smell the scent of the face cream she wore every morning, that smell of
fresh paint and plaster.
"Leon, you finished in there?" she shouted, pushing open the door. She stood
in the entrance with a stocking suspended from her fingertips. Sure enough, she
wore face cream. Large curls were scattered over her head, and the moment she
entered, the bathroom seemed as though it had shrunk.
"You could of awaken me this mornin'. You know I get up early, too, and I
needed to cook breakfast. I know you didn't sleep good cause you tossed and turned
like I did;' she said as she closed the door, pulled down the toilet seat, and plopped
down. "I felt like you was tryin' not to get close to me." She glanced over at him,
then quickly away to hide the hurt in her eyes.
Leon stood, his dark face and neck moist from the humidity of the bathroom.
He sauntered toward May Dell, but turned in front of the face bowl, and began
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spreading shaving cream at the bottom of his face.
"Ya talkin' with me this mornin' ?" she asked, sticking her leg out and pulling
up the stocking. "I asked a question."
He remained silent. Water dripped from the faucet, and kids in the playground
below yelled "strike three" in a baseball game.
"Leon, don't ignore me, please;' she said, grabbing a towel from the rack above
her head, wiping her face. "I rather you to scream or throw somethin' than ignore
me. I know what I said in the kitchen yesterday bothered you, but I could only tell
ya how I feel. Ya said anything I wanted to do in this world was O.K. You told me
before we married that as long as I was happy, I could do anything. What happened
to make ya change ya mind?" she asked, staring up at him, raising her eyebrows.
"Why talk ' bout this?" he finally whispered, twisting his face to the right and
completing his shaving. He stared in the mirror at himself as though the truth was
written on his face. "Ya made up yo' mind yesterday. You don't care how I feel ' bout
this, so far as I'm concerned, the subject is over." He turned the faucet on and stuck
the razor beneath the running water.
"What you have against me learnin', wantin' to better myself?" she asked.
"What is it, Leon?"
He wiped his face with a towel around his neck and walked slowly away from
her toward the window, placing his elbows on the sill.
What is the reason? He been asking himself that question for the last few hour
and knew the answer. She may feel she missed out on a lot, he thought. They both
were teenagers when they married. He had dated a few girls before he met her, but
he was the first man she had ever known. Her father was strict and refused to let her
go out with any man until she was eighteen. Her mother went along with her father's
rules and regulations. Leon met May Dell at a church social and was introduced to
her by her father. The only way he would let them date was if Leon attended church
every Sunday. When May Dell reached her eighteenth birthday, they began courting.
Leon continued staring in front of him as Mrs. Collier, their next-door neighbor, stuck her head out the window. Her hair was white and she wore it French
braided. She thrashed an oriental rug against the bricks, sending dust spraying in
the air. Down below, on the right, Mrs. Holman, a thin, pale young woman, a blue
scarf tied around her head, hung sheets on a clothes line, as her baby lay in a playpen behind her, touching its toes.
In the yard over, the Trents, an elderly couple they bought homemade jelly
from, sat on their sun porch. Mrs. Trent wore a yellow flowered house robe and
rocked back and forth in her chair, knitting. Mr. Trent, dressed in striped overalls,
sat across from her nodding, with his head thumping back and forth.
People who seemed content with their quiet life-that was the way he envisioned his last years with May Dell. Why can't it be like that? The question was
imprinted on his brain.
''Are ya gonna answer me?!" May Dell nearly shouted.
"What is it ya wanta hear?" he finally shouted back at her, flinging his body
around, facing her. "I don't know why. All I know is I worked long and hard for the
last thirty years, tryin' to make ends meet. Not just for me, but for you and the kids,
too." He threw both of his hands in the air angrily. "I'm ready to retire in a coupla
years and I don't want my wife galavantin' off to some damn school. Now, I'm tryin'
to understand, believe me, May, I am. If I go along with this, ya gonna want more
and more. I can't stop ya 'cause ya gonna do it anyway, no matter what. But don't
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you expect me to accept this, 'cause I'll . . . I'll never;' he declared, his eyes ablaze.
He leaned back on the window sill and gazed up toward the ceiling, shaking his
head as if he had given up. His face was silhouetted by the light coming from the
window, and it looked as though it had sagged.
I've done that to him, May Dell thought. He looks older today, much older than
he did yesterday. She bowed her head and threw the towel toward the hamper,
where it landed on the floor.
"You ain't the only one who worked hard all these years;' she said, softly, her
voice ending in a wail. "Raising five kids, close together, is a lot of work, too. When
they started school, it didn't let up and I was always around the house or runnin' up
to school for somethin'. Ya make it sound like I didn't lift a finger, and ya wrong,
Leon;' she said, looking up at him, her vision blurred with tears. "I'm not back.in'
down this time," she whispered, wiping her face with the back of her hand. "I tried
to make you understand, and I don't know if ya can't or ya won't."
Leon walked slowly toward her and hesitated, glancing down at her tear-stained
face. "I won't sit here while you bury yo head in some damn books, May. Just remember that;' he said, then flung open the door and fled from the bathroom.
May Dell grabbed hold of the face bowl and lifted herself up. She gazed at her
damp face in the mirror. Her eyes were swollen from the crying, and the curls that
were scattered across her head had flattened out. She picked up a comb and raked
her hair back as the rays of the sun struck the window, brightening the bathroom.
She frowned, gazing up at the walls of peeling paint that seemed more visible
because of the brightness, then gazed through the mirror at the overrun hamper of
dirty linen behind her. Oh Lord, she thought, the linen needs washin' and the rugs
on this floor need cleanin'. All this dust, it's enough to plant a tree. She paused, her
hand still clutching the comb, and plopped back down on the toilet seat. I'm thin.kin'
like a housewife, she told herself. It's gonna take time for me to start thinkin' like
May Dell. She took another towel from the rack above her head and wiped the
crawling sweat from her face.
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MY JOB
Don Gennaro De Grazia
There're folks like Andrew that'll tell me that all the trouble I got into was
'cause I'm poor, and I take exception to that. 'Cause friend, I'll tell ya, you can say
it's 'cause I'm stupid, or 'cause I let a girl get the be t of me, but being poor, see, being poor allows a man a certain amount of freedoms, so long's he's got himself a job.
I've had lots of jobs in and around DeKalb, but the best one would have to be
being night manager of Fran's Do-Nut Shop. Fran's is right on Central Street, not
by the University, but down more by the lumber yard and the Del Monte cannery.
I say "night manager" 'cause, besides Andrew- this ol' black guy who stays in back
all night and bakes, an' washes dishes - there was never anyone else around, so I
took to calling myself the boss. And it's kind of funny that it was at Fran's-best job
I ever had-that I got into all this trouble.
I'd come into work early one night to see Dina, who, I guess you'd say, was the
day manager. She was also my girl at the time. Anyway, I come in the back way,
an' when Andrew sees me he's got this look on his face like my ol' bloodhound
Andy gets when I catch him taking a shit on the rug. So I ask him what's up, and he
just nod towards the front, which ain't nothing more'n a glass counter and a few
round tables and stools. So I go up there and what do I see but Dina sitting her little
ass on the lap of some big guy with a Johnson's Motors sweatshirt on, feeding him
a vanilla eclair.
Now, I knowed what was up. Those Johnson guys make six dollars an hour to
start, compared to what I make, which I ain't even gonna say. And they get weekend
nights and holidays off too, unlike myself. So I just looked at 'em until the guy
said what're you lookin' at? and I said nothin', 'n' Dina giggled while I walked in
the back to get my apron. When I came back out they were gone, and I spent the
rest of the night getting madder and sadder and spilling coffee all over myself on
top of it all.
It ain't that Dina was all that great-sorta pretty, that's all-but it was just that
she was only the third girlfriend I ever had. And the first one was when I was in
second grade so that don't count. And the middle one, well, that was Tracy which
you better not get me started on. Just that she and I was voted king and queen at
DeKalb's homecoming not five years ago. Now, you look at me and you know I
wasn't voted king 'cause I'm so goddamned pretty. It was becau e she and I dated
all through high school and were gonna get married just as soon as she got through
going to college to be a teacher, an' I maybe got my long distance trucker's license.
But the first time I went down to visit her at school she was wearing this sorority
shirt with these Latin letters sewn on it and acting real strange. She ure looked
pretty though. And I swear to god when she told me she wanted to start seeing
other people I busted out crying. Just sat there in her dorm room and busted out
crying so loud she started to get embarrassed, and finally called campus security
who came and escorted me out to my truck. This was the same truck I got now,
'cept without the gunrack and the mudflap decals and the rollbar.
So that's why I joined the Navy. Tried to join the Foreign Legion but that shit
didn't ever exist I don't think. When I got out I came back to DeKalb, and heard
Tracy'd dropped out of school and got married somewhere, I don't know. That's
when I got the job from Fran. Fran's this old lady who I'd say owns half of DeKalb.
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Came here from down South I heard, and pissed all the DeKalb women off by
sleeping with their husbands, and pissed all the men off by buying up all the businesses around here. So I was a little bit scared when I went into the gun shop to see
her about a job. She wasn't too mean, just real silver haired, and serious. And she
told me I couldn't work at the gun shop, but I could at the Do-Nut Shop if I wanted
to. So I did, and that's where I met Dina.
Now I knew from the start that Dina was just a little jerk, but I'd just spent four
years kinda thinking I'd be coming back to Tracy. And when I finally realized that
just weren't ever gonna happen, I'll bet I felt lonelier than I thought was possible.
And for all her faults, Dina was as pretty as a flower. But damn if she didn't go and
spend all of my money. I had quite a bit saved up from the Navy, but it came and
went just like breath on a mirror. Dina'd need all these things, that's all I knew them
as-things, and she was always wanting to go out. There aren't many places to go
in DeKalb, but there's the Egyptian Theater, which is this little art movie house and
that's where we'd go. Sometimes I couldn't go so I'd just give her the money.
But finally, when the last of that money was just about spent, I started to say
no to certain things. Like she wanted to go see this comedian from New York one
night, the kind you'd see on that Davis Letterman's show. I told her I could tell her
exactly the same jokes he'd tell her, for free. Like, it's stupid that they make breath
mints for dogs, 'cause they're always sniffin' each other anyway, and drinking out
of the toilet. Or, it's stupid that they have labels on mattresses saying you'd better
not take them off, 'cause who's gonna know the difference if you do? But I guess I
don't have a big long nose or a New York accent, so I ain't funny.
But when she wanted to go see this string quartet do Jimi Hendrix songs, I said
hell no, not when I'm still saving up for that rollbar, and that was it-the next day
she was wiggling around in that Johnson Motor's guy's lap, feeding him a doughnut,
and laughing at me.
I told myself it was just as well, but I won't deny I felt like crying again. She'd
once told me how, when she got to be a famous actress or clothes designer someday,
she'd buy the Do-Nut Shop from Fran, and make me the president of it. And I knew
it was all her baloney, but it was sweet to hear it anyways.
But I'll tell you something, after I got off of work that night, I just laid on my
back and stared at the ceiling and got madder and madder. By the time the sun
came up I was so mad I had to put my jeans and boots on and go outside and walk.
I walked all around town - past the feeds tore, down through the college campus,
and up by the post office. When I passed the library, I saw a sign in the window
that said '½rt Show;' so I walked right in. I was gonna buy the biggest piece of art I
could still afford, and take it into the shop, and smash it right in front of Dina. But
the little old lady running the thing told me it was not a sale, but a show. She said I
couldn't buy anything, but I could look around. So I did, and all the stuff looked so
ridiculous I got even madder, and I went up to the little ole lady- Frieda was her
name-and asked her if I could enter some of my own art, and she said yes, and
that, my good buddy, is how I got myself in all this trouble.
I went and tore three pictures out of different books and magazines and pasted
them into a triangle. The first picture showed old James Cagney reaching over the
breakfast table and shoving half a grapefruit into this lady's face. The second one
was this old trailer photo for the movie "Kiss Me Kate" that showed a full grown
woman, turned over some guy's knee and getting spanked. And the third one (and
this is the one I'd say got me in the most trouble) was from this porno magazine and
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it was of this lady who was all tied up, and, I guess you'd say, naked. Underneath it
all I wrote "What is the proper way to deal with a no-good woman?" and left a little
note-pad for folks to write suggestions on.
Well, Frieda didn't like my art one bit, but she hung it up anyways, and I went
to work, feeling a whole lot better. I told Andrew about it, and he just shook his
head like he'd always knowed I was a fool, but didn't know till just then that I was
an idiot.
The next day I went past the library and there was a hundred people at least
standing outside listening to some guy who said he was from a student group at the
University called the John Lennon Organization. He was all pissed off about my art
and said I ought to be arrested for subug-jating woman. Next up was this girl in
army boots who said it was time for all women to join together and stop being
treated like some sort of objects. I'd say she herself looked less like a woman than
she did some sort of object-a fireplug maybe. Then this lady professor got up and
said what I'd done weren't art at all, but trash-dangerous trash. And she was followed by my old preacher who said my art was immoral and all that, 'specially the
naked lady, and finally some hippie couple got up and sang "Michael rowed the boat
ashore." And then the girl in the boots jumped up and said she was going in to take
my piece down and the whole crowd said "Yeah!" and started stampeding towards
the door. Then just as they reached the steps, old Frieda came outside with Sheriff
Boone and said to hold it right there. They tried to argue but Frieda just told them
to shut up. Then I went up and stood next to them and said "Yeah, you all just shut
up." And then the sheriff said for me to shut up, and some other girl in boots ran up
and threw a jar of pig's blood in my face.
"Honey," I said, trying to act like it didn't bother me at all, "I was born and
raised on a hawg farm. Mm-mmm;' I said, licking some of it off my cheek, "Mother's milk."
But I was just bluffing. I was born and raised on a dog farm, puppy mill, whatever. And the sight of blood made me want to fall over and pass out. And the sight
of all those people shaking their fists at me and all, made me want to fall over and
plain die.
Afterwards the sheriff drove me to the Do-Nut Shop and told me he might be
back later to book me on a pornography charge. Then he ju t hook his head and
said he didn't want to be around when Fran found out about this. I'd forgotten all
about her.
When I punched in, Dina was smirking and knowing my ass was fired just as
soon as Fran found out. And Steven was acting like he wasn't talking to me. Oh
yeah, I forgot to tell you, that picture of the naked lady all tied up was of a black
woman, and so all sorts of minority groups hated me now. But when I told Steven
to quit acting so high and mighty-that I'd ripped that picture out of one of his dogeared copies of Players magazine I'd found stashed away underneath the sink, he
couldn't very well stay mad at me. But all he would talk about was how I was a
goner soon as Fran found out.
So I got to thinking, I had to work terrible hour at the place, for terrible pay,
but it was really the only place I'd ever felt comfortable. And now I was going to
lose it all. I looked up front at Dina, and thought of Tracy. They'd really done me in.
Made me cry, took my money, and now they'd taken my job. My good old job. I'd
never get that rollbar now. Then, all at once, Fran came in looking silver haired and
stern as ever. And I swear to god just as she came in, the phone rang and she picked
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it up. I knew by the way she was looking at me that it was one of them woman's
organizations. She just kept nodding and saying "Oh, how terrible." Then I knew
they were getting down to the nitty-gritty and that they were demanding that she
fire me. She hesitated a little bit and then they must have let loose with both barrels
because she started saying "I firmly agree but ..." and "Right, but ..." "Uh huh,
uh huh." Then, all of a sudden, she goes, "You find somebody'll come in here an'
work seven nights a week, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter, and all for shit
wages, and then I'll fire him. Until then, fuck you!" and slammed the phone down
and left.
Now I still got this job, and I got that rollbar a long time ago, and you see what
I mean now, right? Being poor allows a man certain special freedoms that he
wouldn't otherwise have. That is, just so long's he's got himself a job.
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DATE NIGHT
Patricia McNair
"Whoa, boy!" Manuel pulled back on the handlebars of his bike like he was
yanking the reins of a rearing horse. Alie tripped over her own feet as she backed
out of the way.
"Sorry, little lady;' he held the front of the bike high with one hand while he
used the other to doff an imaginary cowboy hat. He let the tire drop and bounce on
the walk next to where he stood before he bent in a deep bow. "Me and Old Paint
here thought you'd'a heard us galloping up the trail behind you here. We didn't mean
to scare ya' none." Alie smiled at the Western drawl, obviously patterned after latenight movies or Bonanza reruns.
"Why suh;' she answered in kind and removed her glasses to bat her eyela hes
at him, "you did give me a bit of a fright. But I reckon I'll be just fine now." She
knew him. He was in her Spanish class. It was a 300-level course and he was just a
freshman, but he spoke the language as though he always had. " Manuel, isn't it?
From Sister Martinez' class?"
"Si. i_,C6mo estas?" He began to roll his bicycle down the walk between them,
moving in the direction Alie had been walking.
"i.,Bien, y tu?" She responded and strolled along beside him. She shoved her
glasses into the pocket of her cardigan and buttoned it over her midriff. She ran her
palms down her hips, smoothing the fabric of her skirt. She was glad she had
changed from her sloppy sweats before she left the dorm. Even though it was a
Friday night, and rush weekend, and gloriously Indian Summer warm, one could
never be ure who might be at the library. And if anyone saw her there, she could
always ay she was on her way to or from somewhere else.
"Say, weren't you at the library?" Alie nodded. "I thought I aw you there,"
Manuel said and bobbed his head up and down. She had noticed him, too. Not more
than a dozen tudents had been there, sitting at the long tables, riffling the card
catalogs, perusing the shelves. Alie had made a nest in one of the carrel and li tened to records, watching the others from behind her notebook. And there was
Manuel, perched on one of the empty librarian desks, sliding a yoyo up and down
its string and checking out the women who passed by him.
They walked quietly for awhile, listening to the sound from the dormitories
that lined the quad. Stereos blared, and chants bellowed from the Greek houses followed by screeches and hoots of laughter. Alie watched Manuel as he pushed the
bike down the walk. It was hard to focus in the dim lights from the scattered lampposts, and without her glasses, the campus was fuzzy beyond a few feet. She made
out his profile: straight, flat nose; full lips; deep eyes set beneath heavy dark brows;
and curls covering hi forehead and falling down his neck. He was cute, she decided, even if he was kind of young. And he was tall, at least taller than he by a
few inche . Skinny, though. Alie lifted her shoulders and pulled in her stomach.
She was sure she outweighed him.
"j_,De que piensas? What are you thinking about, little one?" Manuel smiled
widely at her. Alie liked the line of his white teeth, one front one ju t lightly off
center. She shrugged and blushed, and dropped her head to watch her feet move.
"So, um, how come you're not pledging or ru hing or whatever they call it?"
She twirled a lock of hair in her fingertips and spoke into the air.
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"Nah, that's not me. I don't go for those group things. I'm more of a one-on-one
kind of guy;' his teeth flashed at her as he winked. "lComprendes?" Alie giggled.
'½nd you? No date? No need to rush home for that late-night call from your hometown honey?"
"Well, I was just . . ." She started to rattle off the line she'd rehearsed as she
was dressing, but stopped short. Manuel tilted and dipped his head. She met his
eyes. "No. No date."
'½nd the ever-present H. T. H. ?"
"Uh, no. No hometown honey, either." She smiled shyly and looked up at him
through her lashes.
" l Verdad? Ah, jque bueno!" Manuel slammed a palm on the metal of his handlebars and shook the bike in his grip. "Come on, then." He sped up and galloped,
propelling the bike ahead of them. Alie grabbed hold of the rack on the back and
skipped along behind, her book bag bouncing from her shoulder.
"Hey, wait up!" She called finally, after they'd gone about half a block and past
her dorm. "We missed my stop." She let go of the bicycle and slumped forward trying hard to catch her breath and keep her stomach sucked in at the same time.
Manuel slowed down only a little and yelled over his shoulder. "Come on! Come on!
jVamos !" She could hear him laughing.
"Oh, what the hell;' she mumbled and pulled her satchel up high on her shoulder. A few deep breaths and she was off at a trot.
The walk forked at the edge of the campus, one leg toward the classroom buildings, the other down a slope behind the student housing and to the street. Manuel
stopped yards in front of the break and waited. Alie could see him from behind
fiddling with the hand brakes. She eased her pace in order to slow down her breathing before she caught up with him. He was silent as he rolled the bike between
them. At the fork, he turned the bike across her path, guiding her toward the street.
Manuel let go of the bike and let it roll down the hill until the front tire turned
in and it toppled over. He stood at the top and watched for a moment, then slowly
walked down the incline in another direction. Alie tossed her book bag aside and
followed along.
The walk behind the dorms was rarely traveled except by the grounds keepers,
who used it to wheel their mowers and carts full of pruners, hoes, hoses. The road
there was the back way into town, practically deserted since they built the new
highway. Alie had never before noticed the dense row of bushes that lined the street
and the outside edges of the quad. Manuel reached a clump of shrubbery and
stopped. Alie came up behind him, and when he turned she thought for a moment
he might kiss her. When she landed hard on her bottom, she didn't understand at
first that he had pushed her. She struggled to her knees, but he put both hands on
her shoulders and held her. His brown eyes glinted into hers. "l Ya vas? Going already?" He smiled and Alie fought a shiver. She was fine, really. It was O.K. Her
own smile passed through shaky lips.
Manuel pressed her backward gently. Alie felt her body resist the force of his
hands pushing her to the ground. She tried to relax, to lie back. It was going to be
O.K. He was only a freshman and she was just going to neck awhile before she
went back to her room. Jeez, it was Friday night, for God's sake.
Manuel sat back on his haunches and stared down at her. She felt her chin
double as she lifted her head to see him. He was looking at her thighs. She wished
she had worn the pantyhose instead of those stupid knee socks. She was sure he
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would be disgusted by her fat, white legs. What if he just got up and left her there?
She slid her hands down to try to pull her skirt lower, cover some of her skin. He
grabbed her wrist. "Don't." His eyes changed. The playful twinkle had been replaced by a dull, hot, hardness. He tossed her hand aside and pounced on her legs,
kneading them in his hands. He pressed the heels of his palms hard into the flesh
above her knees and dug his fingers into her quadriceps. He leaned forward and
studied his manipulations.
"You're hurting me," Alie said, not wanting to. "Please," she said softly, a
whimper.
"Shut up." He hissed it at her. Alie shifted against the soft ground. Something
had gone wrong. This was not O.K. Suddenly Manuel was above her, on top of her,
wrestling with her over the hem of her skirt.
"No, please. Manuel, don't." Alie could hear the desperation in her voice, the
insecurity. She changed tones. "I said don't!"
He stopped grappling long enough to lift himself off her chest and looked her
square in the eye. ''And I said shut the fuck up!" He slapped her hard. Alie began
to cry. "Shut up, shut up, shut up!" He slapped away her hands as she brought them
to her face and landed his knuckles against her jaw on a backswing. She could feel
the tears roll down her hot, stinging cheeks and into her ears. She gulped back a
moan. If only someone would come by. But what if they did? How could they help?
What would she say? Manuel would point out that she had followed him, not the
other way around. And he'd be right. She did follow him.
"Pobrecita," he breathed against her ear as he pushed her skirt up and her knees
apart. She felt him tug at her panties and heard his zipper. She squeezed her eyes
shut. This was not happening. She would not let this happen. She felt him push
against her, then i.nside her. Her dry skin hurt as though torn. There was no way
this skinny freshman could be doing this to her. She would not be here and let this
happen. She blinked back the tears and breathed through her mouth so she would
not have to smell him. She began to hum to herself so she could not hear him grunting into her ear. She pounded her head against the earth in a steady rhythm and
bounced her heels on the ground to push past his gnawing on her hair and grinding
into her pelvis. She yanked fistful after fistful of grass so as not to touch him. She
was not there. She was somewhere else. Home, maybe, on the sofa with her mother
singing along to something country on the turntable, patting each other, giggling.
Having fun.
Manuel didn't take very long. A minimum of thrusts and he was huffing wildly
in her ear, crying out in Spanish. He jerked himself empty, and rested heavily
against her. ''Ay, madre de dios;' he whispered, pushed himself up on his forearms.
Alie opened her eyes when she felt his weight lift from her chest. He smiled down
at her, the same smile he'd given her when they'd met on the walk. He nuzzled his
nose against her cheek. "Pobrecita;' he whispered on her skin. "Gordita." He rolled
away and pushed himself back into his jeans before he jumped up and walked back
to his bike. Alie lay there and followed his movements, not aware of the tears filling
her eyes again. "Gordita;' she whispered as she watched him ride off until he was
just a blur. "Fatty."
Alie stared into the sky for a long time, watching it glow with lightning from a
storm not very far away. The wind was beginning to swirl in the bushes around her,
and she felt a chill creep up her legs. She sat up slowly, touching herself tenderly
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with her fingertips: her face where he had hit her; her breasts where she could still
feel the weight of him; her legs and groin that were sticky and raw. A raindrop fell
coolly onto her hand as it passed over her legs; then another and another. She tilted
her head back and felt them splatter against her eyelids, lips, neck. She opened her
palms to catch the water and scrubbed her neck with it, allowing it to trickle down
her collar. She pulled open her cardigan and let the rain soak through her clothes
as it fell harder and harder. Alie crawled to her book bag, her panties still below her
knees. She rummaged through the paper and texts until she found her handkerchief.
Lifting it high, she let the rain douse it, then began to work the wet cloth between
her legs and inside her. She used a rock to scrape up a divot of wet earth. She planted
the hankie in the hole and covered it over. Slowly Alie stood up and stomped on the
uneven spot of ground. She rearranged her clothing and smoothed the snarls in her
hair. She was on her way up the slope to her dorm when she stumbled on something and noticed the round, yellow yoyo in the grass. Manuel's yoyo. She picked it
up and stuffed it into the pocket of her skirt, then continued walking.
Her reflection wavered on the front door of her building, streaked by rain running down the glass. She stared into her own eyes and at her nose and mouth, the
visage split and halved by the trail of a raindrop. Her hand rested on the handle
marked "pull" but she did not move, unable to take her eyes from the warped image
in the glass door. Behind her, footsteps smacked up the wet cement steps, and Alie
shrunk to one side of the entrance as a couple passed into the dorm, giggling and
trying to push one another from beneath the wide umbrella they shared. The door
stood open, yawning on its slow, air-fed hinge. Alie stepped into the dry warmth.
She pushed open her own door just wide enough to toss in her bag and reach
around to grab her robe hanging from a hook on the other side. She went down the
hall to the bathroom, pulling her clothes off along the way. The short corridor in
the basement of the dormitory was empty. There were only three single rooms, a
smoking lounge, and a bathroom. Alie'd heard the other girls swapping stories about
pledging and making plans to spend the night at the sorority house. She was alone.
She had removed her sweater and stepped out of her loafers and had her blouse
unbuttoned by the time she stood in the curtained alcove of the shower. She turned
the knob way past the "H" and let the steam build as she continued to undress, letting her things fall into a wet pile. She draped her robe from the curtain rod and
grabbed a bar of soap from the nearest shower basket.
In the shower, she adjusted the temperature until she felt the sting of the hot
water on her tender skin. Her shoulders and chest glowed red from the heat. She
turned the water hotter and hotter, all the while scrubbing with soap. She passed the
bar between her legs, rubbing until the smarting of the harsh detergent replaced the
dull rawness she had felt there. She circled her breasts with lather and ran the soap
over her shoulders and neck where his mouth had breathed and bitten. Her jaw
ached where Manuel had made contact, but the stinging slaps were only a memory.
She worked the lather over her lips, teeth and face, then into her hair and ears. Alie
followed this series over and over until her arms ached from lifting them. She
dropped the soap and kicked it across the tile, then stood directly under the stream
of steaming water. She let it run over her body while she stood stock still, head

back, shoulders relaxed, arms hanging easy at her sides. Alie felt the shower splash
in her eyes, but was unaware of the tears spilling down her face. Finally, she turned
the knob until it could go no further and let the hottest water rush over her for just
a minute before she turned it off.
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With her terry cloth robe, Alie swiped at the fog covering the full length mirror
next to the shower. She watched as her face began to appear in front of her. She
was almost surprised that it was her face that was reflected. She moved in closely
to inspect it. The eyes were red and the skin flushed pink; a slight blue spot marked
her chin, but it was her face. She moved the robe down the glass in long strokes,
uncovering the image of her body. It was the same, too. She shuddered. She let her
eyes move down her neck to her breasts hanging heavily over her belly. Her thighs
were pocked with cellulite. She turned to get a glimpse of her bottom and noticed
the scratches and grass burns there, and also how it sagged over the backs of her
legs.
She'd been kidding herself. She was fat. For years everyone said she'd grow out
of it. She did grow. She grew to a size fourteen. She used to evewbelieve it was
"just baby fat." But Alie knew better now. Finally. She was fat. If she wasn't so fat,
none of this would have happened. She'd have been pledging, or on a date, or at a
party, or anywhere but at the stupid library on a Friday night. Manuel would never
have dared approach her. And he'd never have done what he did, said those things
he'd said. She would never, never have followed after some freshman into the
bushes at night. A desperate, fatty move.
She tossed her·head back and felt her hair brush the hollow between her neck
and shoulder. She felt Manuel's teeth on her skin, chewing on the ends of her hair.
She pulled a comb from her own shower basket on the shelf on the other side of the
curtain and raked it over her scalp and down her hair. The harder she combed, the
more she was aware of h1m there, huffing and grunting, gnawing. She searched
through the baskets until she found a scissors and began to chop away at the hair
brushing her neck. Shorter and shorter until she could no longer feel anything
against her bare shoulders and throat. She moved in closer to the mirror to trim
around her ears and her bangs, evening out the ends. She stepped back into the
shower again to rinse the clipped hair down the drain.
Alie faced her reflection again. She sucked in her stomach and pre sed her
hands against her hips, imagining what she would look like if the bones showed.
She watched her breasts rise as she lifted the skin under her collarbone, pulling it
tight. She brought her shoulders back and inhaled, holding her abdomen taut. She
raised her~chin to stretch away the double chin. She studied the "new" Alie, taking
in the improvements. Then she let her hands drop, her head and breathing relax.
She wrapped herself in the robe, preferring the ugly mustard-colored fabric of her
mother's graduation present to her naked reflection. "Gordita;' she hissed at herself
and ignored the burning in her eyes while she scooped up her wet clothes and
walked down the hall to the smoker.
Someone had left the television on. Johnny Carson was working his way
through his monologue when Alie came in and dropped her things in the middle of
the floor. She dragged the garbage away from its spot near the door to the center of
the room. She yanked her skirt from the tangle of clothes and threw it into the can.
Next came her blouse, then her socks, her bra, her cardigan, and finally the muddy
loafers. The yoyo lay on the floor where it had fallen from her pocket. Alie hauled
the can to the garbage chute and tilted it bottom up, listening to her things rattle
down to the boiler room. She pulled her panties out from the pocket she'd stuffed
them in and carried them over to the sink. There she flipped a switch and let the
disposal grind before she turned on the water. She began tearing at the fabric of her
underwear until finally the elastic gave way. She dropped each piece into the churn-
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ing drain as it tore away from the waistband. The gears of the disposal caught and
stalled on the fabric, but the motor continued to whine. Finally all that was left was
the elastic band stamped with care instructions and the size: large. Alie shoved the
last piece deep into the sink, scraping her wrist on the mouth of the machine. She
left the water running and the garbage disposal working while she bent to pick up
the yoyo. She wrapped the string around the first knuckle of her middle finger, pulling it until her fingertip was red and pulsing; the rest of her finger cold and white.
She palmed the plastic toy and turned off first the television, then the disposal,
then the water, and finally the light as she left the smoking lounge and went back
to her own room.
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THE RIVER
Ann Langlais
(A folktale first told to me by my husband)
Once upon a time there lived in Africa a tribe called the Bubaraee. Every day
the women in the tribe went down to the river to wash the tribe's clothes. One
spring day, as the women bent over the river washing and their naked breasts dipped
into the river, piranhas came and ate off their nipples. The king of the tribe was
outraged because, with a shortage of nipples, he wondered who was going to feed
his heirs. So the king commissioned the tribe's garment maker to construct a garment that would prohibit the piranhas from biting off the nipples of the tribe's
women.
The garment maker wove squares of fabric, each with a hole in the center for
the woman to put her head through, leaving the fabric to drape over her chest. The
king was very happy and immediately dressed the women in the squares of fabric
and sent them down to the river to do the washing, for the entire tribe had not had
clean clothes in over a week. Sadly, when the women bent over the river to wash,
the squares of fabric opened at the waist and the piranhas jumped in and ate off the
women's entire breasts. The king was so furious that he killed the garment maker,
and the entire tribe ate him in a festival of dance and smoke. It was a hearty festival,
only there were not enough napkins so the tribe's people who were indulging in ribs
had to dunk their faces in bowls of water to clean away the grease and gristle, or
wipe their faces with leaves which left green stains on their dark skin from one ear
to the other.
The king commissioned a second garment maker who wove long strips of fabric to tie the squares of fabric close to the women's bodies so the fish could not
jump in and eat their breasts off. The king was very happy and sent the women
down to the river to do the washing, for he had not had clean clothes in over two
weeks. Sadly, the piranhas, being very clever fish, jumped into the neck, and now
trapped under the fabric by the belt, ate out the women's bellies. The king was furious and killed the second garment maker, who everyone ate in a festival of dance
and smoke. Again it was a hearty festival, but on the third day, the tribal dance
maker, influenced by the great smell of the unwashed clothes, changed the ancient
festival dance from a small circle that went around the fire in the clearing in the
center of the huts, to a large circle that went around the huts, skimming the edges
of the jungle.
The king commissioned a third garment maker. The third garment maker paid
great attention to resolving the problem because he knew it would cost him his life
if he failed. Finally, he came up with a garment made out of leather that cupped
over each breast tight enough so that the piranhas could not get in but left the stomach exposed so that the piranhas would not get trapped and chew the women's

bellies out. The king was very happy and immediately called the women to try it
because no washing had been done for over a month. When the women came and
tried the garment on they found it very uncomfortable but wore it anyway because
they could see the king was getting very anxious for clean clothes. When they went
to the river, the garment was a success and the clever piranhas did not get to eat any
of the women's nipples, breasts or bellies. The king was very happy.
Some say that the women learned to enjoy wearing the garment and chose to
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wear it even when not washing in the river. Others say that they found the garment
very uncomfortable but the king decreed that they wear it at all times. The women,
angry at the third garment maker, killed him and ate him in their own festival of
dance and smoke down by the river.
It was a hearty festival that lasted for days. The women tossed their garments
onto the branches of the jungle trees and when they ate did not worry about wiping
their mouths of grease and gristle, but instead let it run down their faces and arms.
They did not worry about the great smell of their unwashed clothes, and they
danced wherever they pleased. Sadly, the women sensed that they would, no doubt,
be down in the river washing clothes for a long, long time.
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WHAT A FISH
Bruce Fox

We were fishing out on our little green sea where the water's not so deepweeds and rocky bottom. There were three of us: myself, my father, and a guest
who neither of us knew particularly well (that is to say, neither of us knew him at
all). He was tall and dark with an attitude, and he ate one bologna sandwich after
another on thin white bread, and the bread was broken up like he'd spread the butter with a garden shovel.
I said, "Is that butter or is that margarine?"
"Butter;' he said. "I eat nothing but."
"Go ttch u."
His gym bag was stuffed with sandwiches, and he'd eaten a half-dozen before
we'd reached the middle of the lake, while he drank nothing and would accept
nothing I offered him. I didn't really care if he drank, but I persisted. I didn't believe
that anyone should ignore good hospitality.
"Take one of these;' I said, holding forth a cold one.
"Don't drink;' he said.
"Nothing?"
"Na, it ain't healthy," he said. "Gets you worms."
"Never heard that before."
"Yeah;' was all he said.
My father and I had been fishing this lake for at least fifteen years. We fished
for walleye, caught mostly garbage fish- suckers, bullheads, carp. In fact, I don't
know why we fished this dirty little lake because we never caught much else. Those
garbage fish we buried in the garden because they made some pretty healthy mulch.
(I know good mulch. It makes your lips and nose and even your eyelids curl up
when it gets ripe.) I guess we fished to get out of the house, too, though I'd never
admit it in a court of law.
This lake couldn't have been more than a mile across and seven lengthwise, but
it could break up pretty good when the wind picked up (which it did from time to
time; you could tell by the way Granny went horizontal gripping the porch rail like
a windsock). Our boat was a shallow wooden duck boat, built mostly for poling
through weed and marsh areas. So we'd get pretty wet on most any day there was
any kind of wind. This guy wore gym shorts and a sleeveless athletic shirt, and he
didn't seem to be too much bothered by the spray as we bounced across the waves
on the way out to our favorite fishing spot.
My father's not an old man. He's younger than me if that's possible. (I'm told it
is by this guy who I met at the cafeteria during a Tuesday evening break at school.
He mentioned something about traveling against the time zone over long periods
of time and how you cut a half-day off your age every revolution.) He had no way
of knowing that Pop was a traveling salesman's traveling salesman. My father (I call
him Pop, by the way) likes fishing. He likes fishing more than he likes fucking. I
like fishing but not quite as much as fucking, though I've fucked less than I've
fished and so it's hard to make a fair comparison. When I hit thirty-five, I imagine
my whole perspective will change again. (You'd think, though, that Pop, as he's getting younger with all those revolutions, might take up fucking again. I don't know
how Mommie would take to that. She says she can't tand the sight of Pop's naked
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body as he runs from the bath to his bedroom.) When you think about it, as much
time as we spend fishing you'd think we'd have some better luck. If we had to depend on the fish we caught for food, we'd be as skinny and holy as one of those
gurus who cover that Ganges territory.
Our guest motioned to my rod with the tip of his.
"What you expect you goin' to catch with that?" he says.
This rod is high quality. I threw down three hundred for it. I could raise the
Titanic with this line, it's so strong. The lure I use, a "Red Thrashing Mambo;' has
been tank-tested by thousands of professional fishermen. It tempts fish with promises of cash and sexual favors.
"What are you talking about?" I said.
"You won't catch nothing but weeds, or, maybe," he paused and stroked his chin,
"you're just one of those flashy glass-bottom-boat fishermen who are scared of
their catch . . . . Be careful with that fancy equipment. I'm scared you might hook
something you can't handle. I might have to call on your mama to hold your hand."
He laughed some more and then ate another bologna sandwich.
His rig was some old K-Mart special held together with electrician's tape.
"Shit," I said. "This equipment was made with the same technology that's put
men on the moon for the past fifty years."
He just wrinkled his lips and sneered at me. He ate another sandwich with one
bite. With that same bite he could clear the land of trees for an entire subdivision.
Pop and I were set up with fried chicken and a case of beer. Pop's crazy for
summer sausage and his fifth of Schenley's which he keeps on the side. By the time
we head for home we could run up against a wave the size of the Sears Tower and
he'd never know the difference. He won't recall later even one second of what occurred on the water. A thousand mermaids could be giving him blow jobs and he
wouldn't remember it the next day.
My head ached as the hull of our boat pounded the surface of the water with
each new wave. Our guest only grinned and picked his teeth. Pop slowed the engine
but our guest motioned him on to another spot, further and further from home. The
water is dark and deep here. I looked down and saw these vague swirls, human-like
forms beneath the surface. Our guest saw me and smiled; he refused to look when
I motioned to the swirls. His face was worn and craggy. His beard was sparse, the
hairs curled up like he'd been in some industrial accident.
The swirls got to me from the first moment I saw them. I began to wonder.
Were there things beneath the surface of which I had no understanding? I've been
pursuing this Associate's Degree for the past four years, so you know that I've got
a pretty good handle on things. I'm speaking here and now of the outside world,
not just this little backwater town. I know what you're thinking, I know what Pop's
thinking, and I know what our guest is thinking. I'd testify that he's crazier than I
will ever be (even fully loaded lying in there behind the wheel of a fuel-injected
duece-and-a-quarter). But we're all fishermen, capital F, and ought to give each
other a little.
Something about the way he holds that rod, one lanky leathered finger wrapped
around the pole, easing out the line before the boat slows to trolling speed.
"Hold up," he shouts, and Pop does what he's told but grumbles to himself before he speaks.
"This isn't right;' says Pop. "Too deep here. And not hot enough for the fish to
want to go deep. No weeds either. Fish got ta hide out in the weeds." He says this
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with his chest out like Mt. Rushmore.
"Listen to me, old man;' says our guest. "This boat's gonna be stacked to its
gunwale with fish." He says this with all the authority of one of the original prototypes for that same mountain.
Pop cut the engine to trolling speed where you could hear the water gurgle and
pop, smell the gasoline, and breathe the oily exhaust as it blew across the boat.
Our lines dropped at right angles into the water. Mine had this ominous feel to
it. Mouths became dry. I smiled at Pop and then laughed at the hat he wore-purchased by Mother at the Christmas Bazaar, with a fuzzy palm tree and a golfer that
resembled the offspring of Arnold Palmer and a squirrel. He wore also his green
fatigues, which he said were original issue. I know better. I know he buys a new pair
at the Army/Navy in Overtown every three years. Pop wears Ray-Bans, too, like
some aging hipster.
He wa carving this summer sausage with his pocket knife, eating a slice with
a swig from the Schenley's nestled between his feet.
Our guest natched a shiner from the live-bucket and threaded the leader
through the minnow from stem to stern, attaching the hook. There are three silver
spinners and a half-dozen red beads attached to this particular lure. About three
feet up the line from the leader he's hung a good sized piece of lead.
"Pike love this," said Pop.
His minnow does its little bump-and-grind as Pop lays it into the water. It
catches the light and glimmers just beneath the surface; it flicks its tail and makes
for deeper water. Looks good to me. Fishes gotta love it.
The sky is a solid gray steel dome. It melds with the horizon, leaving a thin and
barely noticeable seam. This is great fishing weather, jacket weather, no deep
shadows. Pop's ·neck is nut brown-with deep crevices and tough as an old leather
suitcase. Me, you know from a two-second description- broad in beam, blazing
cheeks, red hair.
Our guest smiled for the first time and ate another bologna and butter sandwich
in one bite. (He accomplished this by shoving the last of it in with his little finger
in dainty fashion.)
"I gotta feeling that the fishes are coming our way. They know me. They jump
for my bait;' he said, his rod languishing over the side, one finger resting upon the
clear filament. He closed his eyes, leaning back some, and smiled. He steered Pop
by taking aim with his rod as if he were divining the location of the fish.
The bow of the boat thrust itself into each wave; the boat wa well loaded and
refused to rise with the waves. The consequence of this was that our faces were
kept well moistened. Pop angled her a bit so as to avoid ome of the excess spray.
"Leave her be, friend;' said our guest. "Leave her be."
Those vague swirls were still beneath us, clearly for me. One figure would go
clockwise and the other counter to it. Little whirlpools would spin up to the surface
off their tails. (They seemed to have, at times, two legs, and they looked up at me
with very human eyes, but they also seemed to possess great dor al fins like saw
blades.) No one else seemed aware of them but me. They, for that matter, made
these noises, little screeches with word-like undertones , which of course were
muffled because of their humid environment. And then they were gone again.
The first fish was a disappointment to say the least, a walleye that was hardly
more than the upstart older cousin to the bait for which he fell. We kept him, however, in the live-box, fisherman's superstition: we figured he'd lure more into the
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boat. Our forward passenger opened his eyes for a moment. He laughed, smiled at
me, and closed his eyes again.
"Ha;' he blurted after another moment, "you'll be reeling in one fine fish before
you know it. And hold tight, son, I don't want to lose you over the side," he chuckled.
"Sure," I said. "Yeah, sure." This was almost funny.
The waves were kinder for a time, and then my rod bent and its tip disappeared
beneath the surface. It felt like a horse or something. No life whatsoever. When it
moved away there was no snap to it. This wasn't fishing. It was more like doing
laundry.
"What did I say?" he said.
You are never quite sure what you'll pull up from the bottom of our little green
sea. I suppose things can happen, particularly at greater depths, in the mud and
darkness. This fish was no pike, or walleye, or sucker, or bullhead. We thought perhaps a seal or another sea mammal had escaped its sanctuary, had perhaps navigated
through a vast network of tributaries to linger here.
It rose up to the surface within ten yards of our boat. It was a great bulbous
mass of flesh and shimmering silver scales with sulfurous eyes and a hammer snout,
and wire-like teeth which meshed as it opened and closed its mouth, starved as it
was for oxygen. Its body was covered with a green film, and dozens of leeches and
eels clung there also. Despite its weight, which was considerable, Pop, the guest,
and I hoisted it aboard our boat. It lay quietly in the shallow water at our feet, a
great mass of gray and dying flesh and scales. One long weed shrouded its body.
Little beads of perspiration came popping to the surface of our guest's forehead. Pop hit on his Schenley's while I stroked its snout and meditated on my
position.
The guest stared at me morosely. Pop's eyes had already glazed over; he
couldn't accept the information his eyes were feeding to his brain. He turned and
fixed his gaze on the shore, the flag pole on our front lawn, distant yet distinct, and
he pointed the bow of the boat in that direction. Sober or tanked he could always
find his way.
"More garbage;' said our guest. "You hooked him, now you gotta play."
Play or pay. Neither made sense.
The one sulfurous eye visible to me fixed its gaze not quite upon my face, but
just over my shoulder at the iron gray clouds. There was only one thing to do that
I could see.
Alone, with one hand beneath its gill and the other beneath its smooth belly, I
hoisted it over the side. It lay motionless in the water for a time, and I thought it
must be too late. Yet, torpid as it was, it regained its vitality, making great arcs near
the surface, and then it sounded, encircling the boat a half-dozen times. And finally
it was joined by several of its companions. There were the same vague swirls again.
I wondered about them some more. I wondered, too, about the guest, and I decided
that I needed to know more about him. We'd go fishing again. I could bring something different to drink, maybe juice, or Gatorade.
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Prose Forms

THE MISSING STORIES
Elise G. LeGrand

On a hot summer day in 1945 I was lying on my stomach on the living-room
couch in front of the open terrace doors. The sheer curtains moved in the breeze
from the garden. I was nine years old that summer after the war ended. Life was
just beginning to settle down into a new routine in Zeist, the village where I was
born in Holland.
Leaning on a doubled-up pillow I held a magazine I wasn't supposed to read.
When my mother came through the kitchen door I quickly stuffed it under the pillow. I read in horrified fascination how the Jews were "exterminated" in the Nazi
concentration camps. I knew that my mother's family had disappeared during the
war. I did not know why or how.
Unbelieving, I read how Jews were packed into cattle cars on long trains and
taken to camps where they were told to undress and take a shower. Each was given
a small piece of soap. Then they were herded into showers that held no water and
had no drains. The doors were closed and poisonous gas seeped in and killed them.
I read it over and over again; I finally convinced myself that this had happened
to my mother's family. But I knew that I couldn't ask any questions about what I
had read. I remembered how we used to visit the Red Cross office to get news of
her family in the first few months after the war, and I pictured the closed look on
my mother's face after these visits. I had overheard parts of whispered conversations that filled me with fear. I had a lot of questions, but my fears were greater
than my desire to know the whole story. It has taken me another forty years to face
the rest of the story and reconstruct what happened to Oma-my grandmother
-and her family.
Like anyone else who lived through the war, I learned the story of the Holocaust. I discovered that my mother survived because of her marriage to my father
who was not Jewish. I also noticed that my mother's graphic descriptions of the
war always excluded her family. The only thing she would say was: "I've always
hated most that my mother was not with my sister after she had spent her whole
life taking care of her." I learned much later that she knew this from a letter her
mother wrote her from a transit camp in Holland, Westerbork, where all the Dutch
Jews were assembled before their final train journey to the extermination camps
in Eastern Europe.
But I did not know the end of that story; sooner or later I would have to
complete it. I would have to enter that train and travel with Oma to that cold place
where she was separated from her retarded, helpless child and died, naked, desperate and alone.
Over time, I became aware of a little girl that lived inside me somewhere. I
knew her perfectly well, of course. I could see her, four years old, in the bomb
shelter of a friend's back yard, evacuated from her house during the German invasion of Holland in May of 1940. And four years later, standing in line at the baker's
in the dark of that last winter of the war, waiting for a loaf of clammy dark bread
with chaff sticking through the crust. And that same winter, standing frozen in
terror at the edge of a dark hole in a hallway, listening to the sobs of a desperate
woman hiding in that hole. That little girl knew far too many secrets that had to do
with the yellow star on my mother's coat and the whispers in the next room.
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That same little girl learned to fear many things. She was afraid of the dark,
of sirens, of low-flying airplanes, of pounding on the door in the middle of the
night, and of harsh German voices shouting orders.
I gave shape to the little girl by calling her Sarah and letting her write her own
stories. From the moment I started this, I felt more at ease. I could finally allow
the woman I am now to talk to the frightened child I used to be. Through this
dialogue I gained some perspective. Keeping in touch with the frightened child
enabled me to search for the facts that lay beneath the memories.
*

*

*

Raids, or "razzias," were part of our lives like sirens, curfews, and lack of food.
Even today, the civil defense siren that goes off across the street on the first Tuesday of each month never fails to make me jump. A low-flying airplane on a dark
evening makes me restless enough to question what it is doing over our house.
This is the little girl in me, remembering the sirens and the bombs one fearful
stormy spring night early in the war when we sat for hours in the flimsy safety of
our hallway. My parents huddled over us, and I screamed for them to get us out of
there. Every few minutes a plane roared toward the nearby airfield of Soesterberg
and grew silent just before dropping its bombs. Our little house shook with the
explosions while the storm lashed the trees in the back yard and took the top out
of the lovely birch, my father's pride and joy.
The birch tree was not the only victim of that night. I have always remembered
as
it the beginning of the darkness that covered my childhood and deepened when
my mother went away. Early in 1943, my grandmother, her daughters Leni and Jet,
who was married and had a little boy, along with all the aunts, uncle , and cousins
were taken from their homes to Camp Westerbork. I don't know how long they
stayed there, but I learned recently that my aunt Jet, her husband Abraham Levij
van Dam, and their little son Rene Simon died in Auschwitz on February 19, 1943.
Grandmother Lewine de Jonge (my "Oma") and her retarded daughter Leni died
in Sobibor on March 20 of that year.
Once her family had been deported, my mother feared that she too would be
taken away, even though she had a non-Jewish husband and the Germans generally
made exceptions for such mixed marriages. On January 1, 1943, she disappeared
from our house. My father told my brother and me that she wa ill and had gone
to recover in a nursing home. Actually, she lived only a few blocks away with my
father's unmarried sister Anna where she kept out of sight in the house. When we
would visit her on Sundays we were always told that she had just arrived there from
the nursing home. After six months she could stand this arrangement no longer
and came home, wearing the Star of David for the remainder of the war. Meanwhile, her family had been deported from Camp Westerbork.
Last summer on a visit to Holland, my brother and I went to the site of Camp
Westerbork to search for the missing parts of our family's hi tory. For more than
forty years we had respected our mother' silence about what happened to her
family after they arrived in this camp. It was a way station, a place of waiting and
uncertainty. But those who left here never returned.
The low gray building was not what I expected. It i in the northern province
of Drenthe, a lovely area of rich farmland interrupted by patches of forest and

44

fields of heather. Canals slice arrow-straight through the peat-harvested land, now
pasture. The sun glitters on the water in the warm, perfect summer afternoon.
It is vacation time. The parking lot is full, and many bicycles are parked in a
separate area. We walk slowly, reluctantly around the building. I search the faces
of the people exiting. Why are they here? Are these just casual visitors, tourists,
with time on their hands on a beautiful day? Do they have a personal stake in
this visit?
I'm nervous as we enter the low room filled with displays. I am not sure that I
can stand to look at what we have come to see. It is a busy place. Families with
small children, older couples, and groups of people shuffle along. We have to wait
to get close enough to see the photographs and read the explanations. But who
can explain?
A short poem on a black wall opens the exhibit:
Come tell me tales of no more war,
of no more people being slain,
tell me a thousand times or more
and every time I will weep again.
Paintings, photographs, and text tell of the long tradition of religious freedom won
by Holland during the eighty-year war with Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. This tradition of tolerance and hospitality allowed many Jews to settle
in Holland after oppression and persecution elsewhere in Europe. They formed a
large and vital presence in the history of Holland. The exhibit shows how the
depression of the 1930s spawned the Dutch National Socialist movement that
would later cooperate with the Nazi invaders. In May of 1940, Hitler opened
the war in Western Europe. Shortly after the May invasion of Holland, the
harassment of Jews began. Photographs of Hitler's troops rounding up Jews in
Amsterdam begin a sequence leading to images of these Jews as they lived in this
camp.
I stare at the faces of the Jews in the photographs that illustrate this part of the
exhibit. Is that my grandmother's face? Is this my aunt, her little son? I move
quickly past the videotapes of camp survivors telling their stories. These are too
painful to watch. But I return several times, unbelieving, to a display of statistics
that covers a six-foot-tall panel on the wall. White letters on black sum up the
totals: of more than 100,000 Dutch Jews, only a few thousand returned. The names
of the camps where they went on their final train journey are too familiar: Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen, Theresienstadt, Sobibor. From this last camp,
only nineteen people survived of the 34,313 who entered (Westerbork 37).
In a sunny, triangular room with pleasant, modern furniture, we sit around a
table while a volunteer named Ben Prinsen, a gentle young man with brown eyes,
patiently unfolds more of the story of Camp Westerbork. Built in 1939 to house
refugees from Eastern European nations already overrun by Hitler's forces, it contained 750 Jewish refugees when Germany invaded Holland on May 10, 1940. In
1942, expansion of the camp began as part of Hitler's plans to exterminate the
entire Jewish population of occupied Europe. The camp became a transit camp.
Beginning on July 15, 1942, and every Monday night until September 13, 1944, trains
transported a total of more than 100,000 Jews to the "Final Solution;' the ovens of
extermination camps in Eastern Europe (Westerbork 36-37).
Ben Prinsen is a good listener. He tells us only what we want to know. After a
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while he shows us the books that cover a long shelf near the door. Forty-six
maroon-covered volumes where, on cream-colored pages, rest the names of those
who left this place on their last journey. And there he shows us the names of our
grandmother, her children, and her sister. I have to touch the books, feel the pages.
I cannot speak. Silence fills the room.
Ben offers us copies of the pages of the books. He talks about the site of the
original camp, several miles away. The camp was destroyed after the war, and this
commemorative center was built later. He tells us that some people return here
time and again to search for their lost relatives. Their need to know has finally
overcome their reluctance. It is the same way with us.
In the late afternoon we sit on the grass outside the museum. My brother and
his wife and I talk of mundane matters: the busy traffic, the weather, the crowd of
visitors. We do not talk much about what drove us to this low gray building.
*

*

*

*

*

Camp Westerbork was a stop on the road to the carefully designed giant killing
mechanisms of the extermination camps, the brainchild of Heinrich Himmler.
Titled "Reichsfuehrer" of the SS [Schutzstaffel], he controlled this fanatical, racist
group of Nazis that originally served as Hitler's bodyguards. The SS based
their ideology in the concepts of an old Aryan culture and neo-Darwinism, believing that survival of the fittest was the "law of nature." They aimed to raise a nation inhabited by "pedigreed humans;' a race of "supermen;' and believed German
youth would achieve that dream. To that end, they promoted fresh air, exercise
and good food. They also set about eliminating those considered culturally and
racially inferior or otherwise undesirable.
Himmler's photographs show him as a slim, handsome man, a cocky smile
beneath his rakishly tilted uniform cap. In reality he was a bizarre mixture of
mysticism and single-minded determination, seeing himself as one of the "sons of
light" in struggle with the powers of darkness for the nation and Europe ("Genocide;' World).
In 1935, the Nuremberg laws were passed that forbade sex and marriage between racially "impure" Jews and ''Aryans;' white non-Jews, in Hitler's definition.
These acts protected German blood and honor, and began the reign of terror that
culminated in Himmler's "Final Solution." He designed this final solution after mass
executions of Jews in Poland and other Eastern European countries failed to kill
the eight million Jews there fast enough.
Himmler, who had never seen dead people before, visited a model camp near
Minsk in 1941 to witness a mass shooting. Prisoners had to jump into a pit and were
shot there. He got right up to the edge of the pit that held the bodies of those already shot, and was splashed on the face and coat by brain tissue as a new group
of Jews tumbled into the pit. Himmler heaved and swayed. After this visit he con-

cluded that shooting was "messy, distressing and inefficient." In January of 1942
he called a conference to find better arrangements. Formal minutes were kept,
and detailed lists of Jews in all European countries were drawn up. The lists showed
a total of more than eleven million Jews.
At this time, Himmler appointed Adolf Eichmann permanent administrator
for the "Final Solution" because he had experience in transportation. He was in
charge when the decision was made to replace mass execution and starvation with
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gassing. Dachau had been the model concentration camp. All European countries
occupied by the Nazis had concentration camps based on this model. In the early
months of 1942, more camps were built and re-designed to use by-products of the
mass killings and dispose of the waste ("Genocide").
Valuables and jewelry (often disappearing in the pockets of the SS officers who
ran the camps), shoes, artificial limbs, empty suitcases, prayerbooks and shawls,
clothing, glasses and gold teeth, all were collected and sorted (Presser 487). Far
more gruesome, however, was the diabolical scheme to use human hair in the fabrication of cloth, pillows, dolls and wigs. Most hideous of all, human skin was
made into lamp shades, briefcases and book covers. One of my friends saw these
grisly objects at a museum in Berlin in 1974. One object she described to me was a
footstool made of human skin and woven hair that was supposed to symbolize how
the Nazi foot was now on the backs of the Jews.
Piles of personal objects remain on display at concentration camp sites in
Europe. Visitors to these camps often mention that seeing the mountains of shoes,
clothing, and other personal effects made the horrors of the camps more real than
seeing the empty gas chambers and ovens. The millions that arrived on the trains
shed their identity with their clothes and disappeared forever.
Eichmann chartered railroad stock from the state railways to carry out the
plans he had made for the "Final Solution." The trains would bring the Jews and
remove the waste products. The railways charged full fare for an adult and half
fare for each child transported. The trains were run by railway employees, not
military personnel. Surely these people had to know the extent of the Nazis' plans
for the people crammed into the railroad cars. Incredible though it may seem,
enough citizens participated willingly to keep the trains running on schedule and
Himmler's plans working.
Himmler visited Auschwitz in the summer of 1942. He saw and much approved
of plans for the gas chambers and crematoria with their carefully designed chimneys and specially patented furnaces. Slave labor built the camp on a tight schedule.
The instrument of death was a gas named "Zyklon B :· fabricated by the "highly
respectable IG-Farben Industrie, among the largest of German corporations"
(Presser 490). Zyklon B was contained in pellets that would disperse cyanide in
the air of the closed "shower" rooms where Jews were to be gathered. Meanwhile,
the roundup of Jews began in the occupied territories ("Genocide").

*

*

*

*

*

The diaries of Etty Hillesum helped me fill in some missing parts of my
family's story. Etty was a young Jewish woman who spent more than a year in
Westerbork before she and her family went east on one of the trains. The camp was
filled with desperate people, torn from their environments, thrown into filthy barracks where their previous lives did not matter. Crowded, vermin-infested cabins
were their shelter. Here they could only mill aimlessly about, half-starved, dreading
the next train that would take away another thousand Jews each Monday night.
The Jewish prisoners were given to understand that they were going to be
resettled in a labor camp in Eastern Europe. Families were kept together and put
on trains together. There were no bellowing SS guards. The camp was governed
by a council of Jews, all of whom were also destined to die (Hillesum 187-196).
The camp operated on a system of false hope. Confinement in the camp was

47

not intended to be too unpleasant. Entertainment in the form of stage and music
productions was a regular part of camp life. Another anomaly was the camp hospital. By the end of 1943 it had 1,800 beds, 120 physicians and a staff of more than
1,000, all Jews. The hospital was well supplied with medications; specialists of
every sort staffed the outpatient clinic, pharmacy, and quarantine tations twentyfour hours per day. ''No doubt the existence of this fine hospital served to allay
Jewish apprehension concerning their future in the East. Why, after all, hould the
Nazis take such good care of them if they intended to kill them further down the
road?" The point is well taken by author Jacob Boas, who was born in Westerbork
and wrote a book about the camp (Boas 50).
I wonder if Etty Hillesum and my grandmother's family ever met in the camp.
They were there at the same time. Etty had a job in the Jewi h council; this accounted for her long stay there. But in the end she traveled ea t in a cattle car to
Auschwitz and died there several months later, on November 30, 1943.
According to the letter my mother received from my grandmother, she was
separated from her daughter in Westerbork. But they died in Sobibor, Poland, on
the same day, according to the camp's records. While I can't explain this seeming
discrepancy, I think now, after reading about the workings of Camp Westerbork,
that Aunt Leni was placed in the hospital there and reunited with her mother on
the trip to Sobibor in keeping with the system used by the Nazis. There is no way
left to ascertain what really happened.
In densely packed freight and cattle cars, men, women and children arrived at
the extermination camps. A survivor of one of the e camps described the arrival:
"There were flame to the sky and a strange smell as of burned chicken." Those
still alive at the end of the trip were told to undress as they would be de-loused before starting work. After their showers they would rejoin their families.
They wait for hours, naked. By now some have begun to uspect the worst.
Mothers hide infants underneath piles of clothes in a pathetic effort to save them.
They are shut in the showers, in groups. In one camp two or three thou and were
put in at once. The guards search through the clothing and throw the hidden children in on top of the mass of bodies. The door is bolted. A guard climbs on a ladder
to drop the Zyklon pellets through a grate in the roof. A fearful creaming starts
that last about ten minutes. Then it slowly gets quiet. The pri on squad opens the
door. A blue haze comes out. The people are always piled on top of each other, in
a pointed heap. There are claw marks on the wall and the bodie are scratched and
gouged. Many women miscarry during the poisoning ("Genocide") .
The prison squad of fellow Jewish prisoners tug and pull hard to tear the heap
of dead bodies apart. Corpses are taken by lifts to the ovens where a man removes
fal se and gold teeth. He checks for hidden valuable in body cavitie . Another man
shaves women's long hair. The mangled corpses are pushed one by one into the
ovens. It takes fifteen minutes to burn a corpse. Only a few a he are left.
This wa the description of the camps I had read at age nine. Seeing it more
than forty years later on a TV program called "Genocide" wa like an echo of a bad
dream that brings back the terror of the night. This was the hidden tory, my
mother's silence. I cried for her and for the millions that shared our family' fate.
In July of 1944, Lublin in East Poland is liberated by the Ru ian troops. But
170 miles away, the ovens of Auschwitz are busier than ever. The German army is
retreating on all fronts , and tries to destroy the evidence of the camp by tearing
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up the railroad tracks. Still Himmler urges on the destruction. Six million Jews have
already been killed. Two million by shooting, four million in the more efficient
camps. This is still too few for Himmler, who says to Adolf Eichmann: "There must
be more than that!" and sets up his own statistics unit to check the numbers.
In January of 1945, the Russians reach Auschwitz. Later that spring, the Nazi
government collapses. Eventually all the camps will be liberated. Many local Germans had known of the camps; others preferred not to know. Now they are forced
to visit the camps and see. In one town, the mayor and his wife go home and hang
themselves after their visit to the camp.
Some Jews survive to bear witness. A Hungarian Jew said: "I bless every day
that I continue to live, because every day is pure profit." He weighed forty-two kilos
(about ninety pounds) at liberation. He went about the camp with a belt, a plate,
and a spoon. He counts his age from the time he was liberated. "The years before
the camp don't count. I was dead in the camp;' he says ("Genocide"). But he was
reborn. My grandmother's life ended when the train stopped.
*

*

*

*

*

The train comes to a slow stop with hissing and grinding brakes. Oma grips
Leni's hand even tighter than she has held it for the last three days. The stench in
the cattle car is a mixture of mouldy straw, human excrement, and the foulness of
densely packed human bodies. It no longer revolts her; it is a fixed presence, like
the freezing cold, the leaking roof, and the moans of those no longer able to sit or
stand. Oma opens her swollen eyelids when the door is unbolted from the outside.
Harsh voices shout beyond the sudden glare of light that hurts her eyes. A gust of
icy wind blows in.
Leni makes a hoarse, dry noise, no longer even a cough. Her dwarfish, misshapen little body is wedged between her mother and the wall. Filth is encrusted
on her scaly yellowish face, the opaque eyes no longer seeing, her lips dry and
cracked over sticky gums. Oma tightens her grip on Leni's small, cold hand.
A soldier in a green uniform has entered the car. He begins to push those
nearest the door outside. People tumble and stumble through the doorway onto a
cement platform. The soldier pries Oma loose from her seat. Her arthritic joints
are frozen from sitting unmoving for three days on a bale of straw. She screams as
the soldier pushes her roughly to the door. She screams in pain but also because
she no longer holds her daughter's hand.
"Leni, Leni ! my daughter, she can't walk!" She crouches on the cement platform, not comprehending anything, knowing only that she has to protect her fortythree-year-old child.
In the doorway to the train car the soldier appears, hoisting Leni under her
arms. Oma screams again: "Leni, Leni !" The soldier lowers Leni to the platform
where she collapses among the other half-dead bodies. Oma shuffles toward her
child, her arms outstretched, as fast as the screaming pain in her joints lets her go.
Two soldiers shout orders at the bewildered people on the platform. Those still
able to walk are assigned by the soldiers to stand five abreast in one of two rows.
Before Oma gets to Leni, the soldiers push her into a ragged row of women
and children. She pleads again: "My daughter, she can't help herself!" No one listens. Except Leni. She has heard Mother's voice. She turns her little wrinkled face
toward Oma and feebly raises her left arm in a wrenching gesture. It is the last sight
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Oma has of the child that has been the center of her entire existence.
The soldiers start pushing the people to walk toward a low, gray building.
Frightened children cry as they are separated from their father and older brothers.
Women scream and look around wildly, unable to take in what is happening. The
wind blows cold and strong over the bare ground between the gray buildings.
Slowly and painfully, Oma stumbles away from life and the train of horror that has
brought her seven hundred miles from her home. It is the twentieth of March, 1943,
in Sobibor, Poland.
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LILY'S GOLDEN MESH
Rob C. Macdonald
To the Lighthouse is a two-day adventure of fantasy in the mind of the one main
character, Lily Briscoe. The book is divided into three parts: Book One, the day
nobody goes to the lighthouse; Book Two, the long pause; and Book Three, the
day somebody goes to the lighthouse. In each of these parts, Virginia Woolf
scrutinizes the relationships of the residents at Ramsay House in an effort to
understand art.
To do this, Woolf creates an artist, the painter Lily Briscoe. Lily is not unique
to this story because of the opinions others have about her. Nor is she exceptional
because she possesses keen intelligence and creative talent and all the qualities that
set man above animal. Mr. Ramsay is regarded as a great philosophical thinker. Mr.
Bankes- and even Mr. Tansley, at times- are flattered by similar appraisals. The
only character not flaunting his human-ness is Mr. Carmichael, who lounges in a
lawn chair like a cat. But not always. He also stays up late reading Virgil (192).
In maintaining a state of balance between the characters, Woolf forces subtle
differences to take over the general tone of the story. For example, commonly
speaking, the reader comes away with a general sense of dislike mixed with pity
for Mr. Tansley and Mr. Ramsay. The impressions Woolf leaves are sharp and
clear in specific anchoring instances-such as the image of Mrs. Ramsay "gliding
like a ghost among the chairs and tables of the drawing room" (132)-but vague
and obscure in the overall picture. One character, however, stays sharply in focus
throughout. One character unifies the story. One character achieves a sense of
having had a vision, of having done something worthwhile. Lily Briscoe is this
character.
Woolf's juxtaposition of scenes creates this effect. The first three scenes, like
many in the Book entitled "The Window;' take place in front of the window. Mrs.
Ramsay and James are inside, Mr. Ramsay and Mr. Tansley are outside, and they
all talk about whether or not it will be "fine" tomorrow. As Scene IV unfolds, we
see that Lily Briscoe has been out on the lawn this whole time, painting the homescape. The events of the first three scenes are directly in her line of sight. She
records them according to her personal vision; the "triangular purple shape," for
example, is Mrs. Ramsay reading to her son (81). Her style is unusual, her angle
askew, her art interesting.
Having revealed that the first three scenes were witnessed by Lily Briscoe,
Woolf establishes her as an eyeball, possibly the eyeball, through which the events
at the house are observed. Lily's art speaks an abstract language, using colorful
images, "the bright violet and the staring white" (31). Looking at her painting as a
whole, Lily sees "the mass, the line, the colour" (30). She might "connect this mass
on the right hand with that on the left . . ." but "the danger was that by doing that
the unity of the whole might be broken" (83). Woolf conveys the abstract language
of Lily's art through an abstract language of her own.
Yet, by Scene IV -our first sighting of Lily Briscoe-we know far too little of
Lily's character to suppose that she is the voice as well as the eyeball of the preceding scenes. Just the opposite seems true. When Mr. Tansley thinks that he'd
like to help Mrs. Ramsay by carrying her bag (20), we have no reason to suppose
his thoughts are being spoken by anyone but himself. The structure of his sen-
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tences and his word choice are hardly different from the other characters, but this
sets off no warning bells. Obviously, all the characters' thought are sounded out
by the author, Virginia Woolf. It is the rhythm of her voice which imparts upon
the points of view a superficial sameness.
Although it may be said that To the Lighthouse is a "stream of consciousness"
novel written in the third person with many different points of view, Woolf's style
cannot faithfully be categorized so easily. It is true that the reader has access to
the inner thoughts of the characters. It is true that events appear to be processed
through the eyes, minds, and sensory appurtenances of several interacting characters. It is true that Virginia Woolf is the author. Even so, we must assume that Woolf
selected the narrative tone, the voice, for a reason. Perhaps, then, the voice is not
strictly the author's, but that of one of the characters. If Lily Briscoe is the eyeball,
could she also be the voice?
To answer this question, one must first listen to the voice. Scene I opens with
words straight from Mrs. Ramsay's mouth. She tells her son that if the weather
permits, they will go to the lighthouse in the morning. Her words are encased in
quotation marks; anyone could hear her saying it. What follows is a sentence no
one could hear, a written record of a thought apparently passing through James'
mind:
To her son these words conveyed an extraordinary joy, a if it were
settled, the expedition were bound to take place, and the wonder to which
he had looked forward, for years and years it seemed, was, after a night'
darkness and a day's sail, within touch (1).
The writing here and throughout the novel is complex. Woolf's sentence structure often supports any number of phrases and clauses (and parenthetical asides)
which pile upon one another and flow richly together. Her paragraphs are, more
often than not, "long." Such a style allows for all the intricacies, all the twi t and
turns of the character's thought patterns. Woolf's "expressionistic" writing style
transcends the typical he-said-she-said, first-this-then-this phra eology.
"Expressionism," a movement in the arts during Virginia Woolf' time, emphasizes the "subjective expression of the inner experiences of the artist" (American
Heritage Dictionary). Lily Briscoe is apparently influenced by this style. As
mentioned above, she expresses her inner feelings about Mrs. Ram ay and James
with a purple triangle. On the process of Lily's painting, Woolf eems to apply her
own inner experience:
It was in that moment's flight between the picture and her canva that the
demons set on her who often brought her to the verge of tears and made
this passage from conception to work as dreadful as any down a dark
passage for a child. Such she often felt herself- struggling again t terrific
odds to maintain her courage; to say: 'But this is what I ee; thi i what
I see .. .' (32).
By giving her the power of expression, Woolf links Lily to the flow of the
story. It makes sense that the first three scenes, written as vividly a they are,
were witnessed by such a vivacious painter. In short, Lily paints like Woolf writes;
Woolf writes like Lily paints. Lily's eyeball serves as an interpreting force which
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lends commonality to the rhythm of each character's thoughts. Her voice is the
artistic abstraction of Woolf's voice.
Does this prove that all the thoughts recorded in To the Lighthouse are Lily's
alone? No. Woolf gives other hints. Lily is fascinated by relationships-interpreting
their complexities comes easy to her. She is able to see, "as in an X-ray photograph"
(137), what others are thinking. She senses Mr. Tansley's "urgent desire to assert
himself" (137); Woolf has Mr. Tansley u e the same language about himself: "he
felt it necessary to assert himself" ( 130). In Mrs. Ramsay's thoughts of William
Bankes we hear "poor man!" (126); Woolf couples this with Lily's silent observation, "Why does she pity him?" (127). The careful construction of paired contrasts
continues throughout the story. Mr. Ramsay seems "rather pitiable and distasteful
to William Bankes and Lily Briscoe" (70); indeed, Lily follows this with thoughts
of distaste and pity, and assumes her assumption of Mr. Ramsay is right. Her perceptions, when unchallenged, are amazingly on-target.
However, because Lily interacts with her neighbors in "real life;' there are
opportunities for her assumptions to be proven wrong. A clue exists in the interchange between Mr. Ramsay and Lily in Book Three. Lily seems to project her
feelings onto Mr. Ramsay's. She believes he is begging for sympathy and will be
shattered without it. ''Any other woman in the world," thinks Lily, "would have done
something-all except myself" (226). Then Woolf shifts the point of view to Mr.
Ramsay. His thoughts, apparently, are "Was she not going to say anything? Did
she not see what he wanted from her?" (226). Lily mis guesses, however. Spontaneously she compliments his boots, then cringes at her mistake. "To praise his
boots when he asked her to solace his soul . . . deserved . . . complete annihilation"
(229). But Mr. Ramsay doesn't mind. He's even rather pleased as he holds his boot
in the light. Lily has made a mistake about making a mistake. With a literal interpretation of his thoughts, Mr. Ramsay seems to be saying to Lily, "Look at me,
look at me; and indeed, all the time he was feeling Think of me, think of me"
(227). But his carefree response-showing off his boots-throws Lily off. She
can't imagine now what he is thinking, can't invent his thoughts, so Woolf does not
take his point of view for explanation. Here her perception-pairing finally pauses.
Lily knows no explanation, and therefore, neither does the reader.
There is an instance of Lily making a mistake which does not fit into this pattern. Consider Scene XIV in Book One, in which the young adults are playing on
the rocks. Minta loses her grandmother's brooch, and Andrew vows to find it.
And secretly he resolved that he would not tell her, but he would slip out
of the house at dawn when they were all asleep and if he could not find
it he would go to Edinburgh and buy her another . . . He would prove
what he could do (118).
Had Lily invented the action, the way she invented the thoughts, speech, and
action of the characters beyond her range of perception (such as Mrs. Ramsay
and Tansley on their walk to town, Section I), then she would not have embarrassed
herself at the dinner table when the subject of the lost brooch was brought up.
Lily wanted to protest violently and outrageously her desire to help him,
envisioning how in the dawn on the beach she would be the one to pounce
on the brooch half-hidden by some stone, and thus herself be included
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among the sailors and adventurers . . . She actually said, with an emotion
that she seldom let appear, 'Let me come with you,' and he laughed
(153-54).
This response "scorched" Lily, which it wouldn't have if she had known Andrew
felt this trongly. The reader knows that Andrew feels this strongly; we know
Andrew wants to "prove what he could do." Lily should have known this, too, if
she had imagined the scene on the rocks. If Woolf had wanted to show that Lily
was in fact the voice and the eyeball of the story, she might have provided a contrast similar to the interchange with Mr. Ramsay about his boots. She might have
imagined, for example, that Andrew thought something along the lines of, "If only
Lily, that insightful painter, would accompany me, I'd be sure to find the brooch."
Then, when she made her emotional appeal at the dinner table and was rebuked,
the asymmetry would have been justified. The pattern would have been neatly
adhered to. Perhaps Woolf is addressing this paradox in the next sentence: "Such
was the complexity of things" (154).
There are other scenes in which Lily does not play an active part. They are
told with that interpreting voice which has already been attributed to Lily. For
further example, consider some of the overall "truths" about the relationship between Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay. One crucial scene contains the true natures of each
character as Lily understands them to be: Mrs. Ramsay's comfort-giving nature
and Mr. Ramsay's sympathy-seeking nature. Again and again throughout the novel,
in Lily's perception and in that of the other characters, these personality traits are
shown.
Mrs. Ramsay is reading to James when Mr. Ramsay enters. Jame looks up
from his mother's lap and sees him: "There he stood, demanding sympathy" (58).
Mr. Ramsay says several times that he's a failure. Earlier Mr . Ramsay had mused
about him: "To pursue truth with such astonishing lack of consideration for other
people's feelings ..." (51) But now she soothes him by inviting him to look at his
surroundings: "that it was real; the house was full; the garden blowing" (60). She
assures him in her best motherly fashion that "If he put implicit faith in her, nothing
should hurt him" (60). He goes away, satisfied. Mrs. Ramsay is the opposite of
Lily, who chides herself, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, as being "not a woman, but a
peevish, ill-tempered, dried-up old maid, presumably" (226) when it comes to
comforting Mr. Ramsay. The scene unfolds precisely the way Lily would imagine
it to unfold, with no surprises. If you only know the right thing to say to Mr.
Ramsay, Lily believes, he will feel better.
But this interchange is not proof of Lily's imaginative power in itself. In fact,
it's no proof at all, only a clue. If Lily were to imagine a scene between Mr. and
Mrs. Ramsay-about the former she once says, "He is petty, selfish, vain, egotistical; he is spoilt . . . . he wears Mrs. Ramsay to death" (40)- this would be the
scene. "How old she looks, how worn she looks . . ." Lily notices of Mrs. Ramsay
at dinner (127). Lily' voice forces its opinions on the other characters.
For evidence of this, we must look further at Woolf's juxtapo ition of scenes.
This is where the suggestion that Lily is imagining everyone' thoughts is strongest.
In Book One, there are several carefully placed "Lily Sections" -that is, there
are several scenes obviously in Lily's point of view. Woolf trategically places
these roughly every four scenes. The first, as has been mentioned, comes in Scene
IV, where the reader learns that all the preceding action has been witnessed by Lily.
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At the end of Scene VIII Lily reappears, popping up suddenly after Mr. Ramsay
has supposedly been contemplating his position as a teacher. To cap his thoughts,
which are, "how strangely he was venerable and laughable at one and the same
time;' Woolf writes, supposedly in his own perception. This is followed immediately with, "Teaching and preaching is beyond human power, Lily suspected" (70).
It's almost as though Woolf intends for the reader to think Lily has been thinking
Mr. Ramsay's thoughts for him. Lily knows that Mr. Ramsay often "comes in from
his books and finds us all playing games and talking nonsense" (71); she seems able
to imagine the rest.
Scene IX is exclusively a "Lily Section;' in which she and Bankes discuss art
and the Ramsays and the nature of human relationships. The spell is broken when
Cam dashes past the easel, missing it by an inch. Woolf moves into Scene X here.
Lily's imagination trails after speedy young Cam.
The story line also follows Cam; Woolf moves the action inside, where Mrs.
Ramsay is reading to James. Lily, it should be remembered, is still outside, staring
at the house Cam just dashed into, imagining. For the next three scenes, the action
remains inside. At the end of Scene XII, Mrs. Ramsay sees Lily and William
Bankes and thinks, "They must marry!" (109). "Oh, she's thinking we're going to
get married;' thinks Lily (111). The story-telling baton is thus passed from Mrs.
Ramsay to Lily, who, Woolf hints, may have had it all the time. Lily doesn't act in
every scene, she doesn't acknowledge that she is carrying this baton, but Woolf's
juxtapositioning suggests Lily's importance straight through 'til the end, when Lily
is the solitary character, having a solitary vision.
Scene XIII is short. In it, Woolf physically moves Lily and Mr. Bankes-and
therefore, the action - inside. Dinner follows. The last sight of Lily that Woolf
gives is in the beginning of Scene XVIII: "As usual, Lily thought" (168). What is
"as usual"? Woolf hints here that everything that follows concerning Mrs. Ramsay
is typical. Lily can easily imagine it. She begins with a question, "Where was she
[Mrs. Ramsay] going so quickly?" (169). Lily invents an answer. Mrs. Ramsay's
typical home life carries the story to the end of Book One.
In Book Two, "Time Passes;' one must realize that time passes for Lily. The
deaths of Mrs. Ramsay and her children, Prue and Andrew, are given, bracketed,
as facts, just the way Lily must have learned of them. Time passes and keeps passing. The house gets run down, then repaired. It is once again ready for guests.
Who is the first guest back to the Ramsay house after this long period of emptiness?
"Lily Briscoe had her bag carried up to the house late one evening in September"
(213). The last scene in Book Two is in Lily's point of view. Woolf uses her to
bring the story back.
In Book Three, it becomes obvious that Lily's perceptions are telling the story.
Scenes I through IV record her thoughts. Painting, she struggles to pick out the
boat the Ramsays have left for the lighthouse in. She chooses one sail as the one it
must be:
She decided that there in that very distant and entirely silent little boat
Mr. Ramsay was sitting with Cam and James. Now they had got the sail
up; now after a little flagging and hesitation the sails filled and, shrouded
in profound silence, she watched the boat take its way with deliberation
past the other boats out to sea (242).
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Woolf make it obvious; Lily picks out a distant ailboat and fantasizes the events
that take place on board between Mr. Ramsay and his crew. Lily's imagination
supplies the details of these scenes; Scene IV, followed by "Ye , that is their boat,
Lily Bri coe decided . . . . There he sits, she thought, and the children are quite
silent still" (253-54). There is no possible explanation for her knowing thi -for we
ee by the sailing scenes that she is exactly correct -except that he invented it.
Scene IX opens with "The sea without a stain on it, thought Lily Briscoe"
(279). She can no longer pretend she sees the boat, but her imagination follows
them to the lighthouse. "So much depends ... " thinks Lily, 'upon di tance ..."
(284). "Where wa that boat now? And Mr. Ramsay? She wanted him" (300). Woolf
supplies him. In the econd-to-last scene of the novel, " he prang, lightly like a
young man , holding his parcel, on to the rock" (308). He reaches the lighthouse!
' He mu t have reached it,' said Lily Briscoe aloud, feeling suddenly
completely tired out. For the Lighthouse had become almost invisible,
had melted away into a blue haze, and the effort of looking at it and the
effort of thinking of him landing there ... (308)
Here, Woolf finally admits it outright. Lily has been imagining all the cenes
featuring Mr. Ram ay on the way to the lighthouse. Lily ha been imagining everything in the novel except for the "real life" interactions with the other character .
Of essential ignificance to this claim is how Lily feels about her own perceptions. She is bles ed with a talent for seeing more than reality pre ent . Thing
"rose before her eye " (39); sections of potatoes ri e before her eye , in one
instance when she is talking to William Bankes about hi s cience. In another
instance, she sees a "scrubbed kitchen table" (38) lodged in a tree, as a tangible
representation of Mr. Ramsay's work. She sees "though William's eyes" (264). Her
hallucination are very real to her. They "danced up and down like a company of
gnats, each separate ... in Lily's mind"(40-41). She carcely realizes he is hallucinating, and when she does, she says "all one's perception , half way to truth,
were tangled in a golden mesh" (78).
In Book Three, as Lily paints, " . . . she seemed to be itting beside Mrs.
Ramsay on the beach" (255). Mrs. Ramsay has at this point been dead for year ,
but she is very much alive to Lily. She speaks, "'Is it a boat? Is it a cask?"'; he
hunts around for her spectacles; she sits silently (255). Lily confu es her own
thoughts with those of Mrs. Ramsay:
Who know what we are, what we feel? Who know even at the moment
of intimacy, This is knowledge? Aren't things spoilt then Mrs. Ramsay
may have asked (it seemed to have happened so often, thi ilence by her
side) by saying them? (256).
The moment "seemed extraordinarily fertile" (256) to Lily, who wishes she could
preserve it, bury it, make it somehow real. She fantasize that Mr . Ram ay would
have done the same:
... Mr . Ramsay saying, 'Life, tand still here'; Mr . Ram ay making of
the moment something permanent (as in another phere Lily herself tried
to make of the moment something permanent)-this was the nature of a
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revelation. In the midst of chaos there was shape ... (240-41).
The shape of the story, Woolf here suggests, is in Lily's artful fantasy. Still there
is more evidence of Lily inventing thoughts for the other characters. At dinner,
for example, she invents a passionate plea from Mrs. Ramsay:
... if Mrs. Ramsay said to her [Lily], as in effect she did, 'I am drowning, my dear, in seas of fire. Unless you apply some balm to the anguish
of this hour and say something nice to that young man there, life will run
upon the rocks-indeed I hear the grating and the growling at this minute.
My nerves are taut as fiddle strings. Another touch and they will snap' when Mrs. Ramsay said all this, as the glance in her eyes said it, of course
for the hundred and fiftieth time Lily Briscoe had to renounce the experiment-what happens if one is not nice to that young man there-and be
nice (138-39).
The plea is clearly over-exaggerated, not quite spoken in Mrs. Ramsay's voice,
and this is why Woolf lets us know it is merely Lily's invention. Woolf subtly
drops another hint of Lily's hallucinations.
These hallucinations are present throughout the novel. As she stands next to
her painting with William Bankes in Book One, she interprets his gaze at Mrs.
Ramsay as "rapture." His love, Lily projects, is like a mathematician's love for symbols (73-74). Later, while still painting, she imagines herself in James' place at
Mrs. Ramsay's feet, hugging her legs (78-79). "But the picture was not of them,"
she says (81).
Whether the act of painting inspires these hallucinations or not is unimportant
-only that "she kept a feeler on her surroundings" (30) as she paints. Relationships
are interesting to her. "Such was the complexity of things;' she says,
to be made to feel violently two opposite things at the same time; that's
what you feel, was one; that's what I feel, was the other, and then they
fought together in her mind, as now (154).
Friendship and liking of one's neighbors survives, Woolf intimates, and there it
stays, "affecting one almost like a work of art" (240). "But this is what I see;" Lily
insists, "this is what I see" (32).
To the Lighthouse is what Lily sees. She paints furiously, swiping here, dabbing
there. Finally, exhausted, she lays down her brush and thinks, "I have had my vision." Woolf closes the story with these words, clearly in Lily's point of view, for a
reason. Lily has had her expressionistic vision, and we have just read it all. Not
only is she the unifying character, not only is she the interpreting artist, she is the
eyeball and the voice of all the actions and thoughts of everyone in To the Lighthouse. The novel, then, is of a company of gnats. It is a golden mesh of Lily's
perceptions.
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ANOREXIA NERVOSA
Cathy Birkenstein
In describing one of her patients-a twenty-two-year-ol d anorexic named
Alma-Dr. Hilde M. Bruch writes:
She looked like a walking skeleton, scantily dressed in shorts and a halter,
with her legs sticking out like broomsticks, every rib showing, and her
shoulder blades standing up like little wings ... Most striking was the
face-hollow like that of a shriveled-up old woman with a wasting disease, sunken eyes, a sharply pointed nose on which the juncture between
bone and cartilage was visible. When she spoke or smiled . . . one could
see every movement of the muscles around her mouth and eyes, like an
animated anatomical representation of the skull (Cage 2).
Though called an anorexic, Alma does not have anorexia, the state wherein
the afflicted loses 25 percent of his or her body weight as a result of a loss of
appetite due to some sort of physical ailment. Alma has anorexia nervosa and has
lost 25 percent of her body weight (Bell 2) as the result of a concerted effort of
her own free will, despite the fact that she is constantly hungry and thinks constantly about food. From 90 to 95 percent of all such anorexics are young and
female (Brumberg 12), and they cease to menstruate, develop a fine layer of hair
that covers their entire bodies, feel constantly cold, and, though they get dizzy and
tire quite easily, frequently resort to excessive exercise in an attempt to lose as
much weight as they can. Fawn, for instance, was anorexic for eight years and, at
five feet nine inches tall, weighed a mere sixty pounds (Bruch, Con ve rsations
100). A great many cases of anorexia nervosa end in chronic invalidism. Sara
Jacobs , like 5 to 15 percent of all anorexics (Brum berg 9) , starved herself to
death (Brumberg 69).
Before the onset of the disease, however, the typical anorexic is perceived by
her parents, her teachers, and even by her peers as the perfect child. She is a star
athlete, she is attractive and popular, and she excels academically, receiving the
best reports from her teachers at school and, not uncommonly, winning more
academic honors and awards than her brothers and sisters combined. Yet all this
achievement can easily be attributed to the fact that the typical eventual anorexic
"is dutiful and submissive and sees it as 'a basic rule of life' to please and not give
offense" (Bell 103).
Tessa, the youngest child in a wealthy family, is a case in point. One day she
found a box containing an Indian headdress which she correctly guessed was going
to be her Christmas present. Though Tessa had, at one time, taken a great interest
in India and had loved everything Indian, she was now di appointed by the headdress and embarrassed at the idea of wearing it. But Tessa started pretending that
she still loved India- she even got out her old Indian picture books and started
copying the pictures on the dining room table again - in order to please her parents
and make them think they'd gotten her the perfect gift (Bruch, Cage 46-47).
If there is an art to pleasing others, then eventual anorexics are masters of this
art. Typically, their parents feel that "a sweeter, smarter little lady would be difficult to find" (Bruch, Cage 40), and view their daughter as the pride and joy of their
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lives. Therefore, we cannot be too surprised by the shock and horror these parents
feel when, precisely at the time they are expecting their young daughter to blossom
into an even more beautiful and successful woman, they are confronted with a
walking skeleton who spends her days exercising and hungrily reading the latest
diet books. And why, we must all wonder too, do these once "perfect" and obedient
girls suddenly become so unreasonably intractable in their morbid, single-minded
pursuit of losing weight?
One answer must certainly be that, in order to please others, the typical eventual anorexic denied and ignored her own personal feelings. The way the anorexic
saw it, she was under intense pressure to be good and perfect, though
sometimes she wanted not to be good at all. Now she will excel, in an
intensely personal contest of her own choice, over her feelings and drives.
She will be an individual, not a daughter or a pupil (Bell 18).
It is not uncommon for the parents to be shocked when they discover that their
daughter felt such intense pressure to be good. Frequently, they did not insist outright that their daughters excel, but the daughter somehow received the message
that, in order to be loved, she must perform. As one anorexic stated:
I was trying to be someone my parents wanted me to be, or at least
what I thought they wanted me to be. Maybe it was all my own feelings
that sensed that Daddy wanted me to be a good student and to have the
right friends, for he never stated it outright. I just kind of felt it deep
down inside me. It was like in the atmosphere or in the air around me
(Bruch, Cage 86).
Frequently, the anorexic's father is a successful businessman who "demands
no less of others than of himself, for he is a man whose compassion is tempered
by logic." Typically, he is a man who lives according to
Thomas Jefferson's injunction to his eleven year old daughter, Patsy'Take care that you never spell a word wrong . . . If you love me then,
strive to be good under every situation' - and surely he knows better than
to be quite so openly oppressive, but subconsciously he loves success and
detests failure (Bell 17-18),
and his daughter picks up on this.
Sara's father, for instance, never directly demanded that she be "perfect" according to his definition of perfection, but there was never any doubt in Sara's mind
as to the intensity with which her father approved and disapproved of certain things
(Group). She recalls the shame and embarrassment she felt for her cousin Kevin
when, after dinner in his study, her father would confide that he was disappointed
in Kevin because he was overweight, didn't wear a sport coat and tie when he
came to dinner, and because he'd been educated as an artist and was now "a drifter."
"I'd warned him over and over again," Sara recalls her father saying, "that if he
majored in art it would be a tremendous mistake, but some people are irrational.
They just don't listen to reason." Sara's dread that someday she might succumb to
an "irrational" desire and that these words of disappointment might be applied to
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her served as perhaps the strongest driving force in her life.
The thoughts and actions of anorexics are not their own, but rather mirrors of
what they think others want and expect from them. It is almost as if they never
developed a true sense of themselves as individuals separate from others and
especially from their parents. Frequently, anorexics are of average intelligence but
are well read and excel academically (Bruch, Cage 48) because of their fierce
efforts to be what others consider praiseworthy and good. And after years in which
behavior is determined almost exclusively by the expectations of others, these girls
frequently lose touch with their own personal feelings and drives.
Annette, who joined a hiking group and became interested in birdwatching,
"was unsure whether she herself considered it an enjoyable activity or whether
she was participating only because the others were" (Bruch, Conversations 21).
And Tina, a girl in high school who had an active sex life with her boyfriend,
didn't even know if she enjoyed the sex or not. "It wasn't necessarily that I hated
it;' she said . . .
The main thing is that the question of whether I wanted to have sex or
not never even occurred to me. I mean, we had sex frequently, but it was
always for my boyfriend and, automatically, I always pretended that I
liked it. It always amazed me when, in movies, the cliche was that the
teenage girl would simply say 'No' (Group).
Not only is the typical eventual anorexic terribly afraid of asserting her elf,
but she is also unaware, in the first place, of having her own autonomous elf to
assert. One ~norexic, who was one of the most popular girls in her school before
the onset of her disease, recalls an experience she had while sitting at a table with
a group of friends:
I was sitting with these three people but I felt a terrible fragmentation of
myself. There wasn't a person inside at all. I tried with whoever I was
with to reflect the image they had of me, to do what they expected me to
do. There were three different people, I had to be a different person to
each, and I had to balance that. It was the same when I was little and had
friends. It was always in response to what they wanted (Bruch, Cage 51).
In this light-given how anorexics perceive their identities as blanks given
color only by others-imagine how ineffectual and out of control they must feel.
They are like hollow puppets: they are not pulling the strings; the strings are and
have always been pulled by someone else. Therefore, the real surprise would be if,
on the brink of leaving behind their familiar role as daughters in order to enter
alone into the large and infinitely more complex world, they were not to adopt
some radical form of expression that attempted to establish their autonomy. And
petrified of the rejection they believe will come from asserting a true sense of
autonomy and control in their lives, anorexics turn to controlling their bodies. By
not eating, the anorexic is stating: "I don't want to be a victim of fat," or of fate, or
of what others expect of me. "I want to make my own name, cut my own image,
set my own trend" (Chernin 102).
It is interesting that the vast majority of anorexics are adolescents, because
adolescents are developing new bodies, different from those they have been
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accustomed to. And for young women who feel ineffectual enough in the realm of
interpersonal relationships, this simply adds to their sense of being out of control.
Not only are they ineffectual in a psychological way, but they are also victims of
this thing called Nature which is swelling their breasts, causing them to menstruate,
and developing curves which attract boys and perhaps even men to look at them in
greedy, impersonal, and what they perceive to be victimizing ways.
Natalie, whose breasts grew large immediately before she developed anorexia,
remembers how powerless she felt when, wearing her backpack over both shoulders in her usual fashion, she stepped off the bus at school one day to find a group
of boys waiting to stare at her chest. ''All I could think;' she said,
was that I never told them they could look. It was as though they thought,
since my breasts were there, they had an open invitation. I hated it. I
didn't know what to do. I wanted to shrink away, to crawl into myself
(Group).

And another anorexic, when describing her inability to accept menstruation, said:
"It's like a conviction for a crime I never committed. I vow to prove my innocence
somehow and release myself from this punishment. I can't stand to feel so powerless" (Liu 34). Almost universally, anorexics equate the changes going on in their
bodies with being out of control. They equate curves with "fat" and long to retreat
back into the familiar, asexual, childhood form. As another anorexic said: "Ugh,
wretched curves ... I grab my breasts, pinching them until they hurt. If only I
could eliminate them, cut them off if need be to become as flat-chested as a child
again" (Chemin 102).
But it is not only fat which comes to represent all that the anorexic fears in her
life. It is, at root, the very bulk of her corporeal existence. As Lisa, an anorexic who
always wore black, wrote in her diary:
I have this fantasy of wearing all black and standing in front of a black
wall. My face and hands and all my skin that's showing is also painted
black, and I'll imagine I'm someone else looking at me and seeing nothing
but a blank, black wall (Group).
Lisa's desire to not have a body mirrors every anorexic's desire to starve her body
to the point, as Lisa wrote later in her diary, "almost of disappearing'.' When most
of us are hungry, we eat. And when most of us are tired, we sleep. But for anorexics, this would be tantamount to being a slave and a victim to her body. Mind over
body or, more precisely, mind over the force of Nature is the game anorexics play,
and as Kim Chernin, an ex-anorexic, stated:
When you are so unhappy you don't know how to accomplish anything,
then to have control over your body becomes an extreme accomplishment. You make your body your very own kingdom where you are the
tyrant, the absolute dictator (Chernin 48).
But, like all tyrants, only half of the anorexic's aim is to suppress and eliminate
what she fears and doesn't like. Just as only half of Adolf Hitler's aim was the elimination of what he perceived to be the impure Jews and the other half was the
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creation of an idyllic and pure Aryan race, the anorexic is not only running away
from fat, but also towards the self-esteem and identity she receives from her skeletal
figure and her power to lose more and more weight. " Patti's pride and joy;' for instance, "was that in ten years of anorexic illness her weight had not risen above
seventy pounds." She spent most of these ten years in the hospital, and only when
below seventy pounds would she without hesitation lift her gown to show off her
body for anyone to see (Bruch, Cage 83).
And at the beginning of her affliction with anorexia, Aimee Liu was just as
proud of her newfound identity:
At lunch, my classmates laugh at me for my eccentric eating habits. It
takes me nearly a half hour to eat a cup of yogurt while, during the same
period, the others plow through platefuls of spaghetti and salad, chocolate cake and milk. I lick my spoon at each minuscule bite and, reaching
the bottom of the container, insist that I feel full. It is worth it. It wins me
notoriety. I'm becoming famous around school for my display of selfdiscipline. My audience stands in awe of me, and I love it. At this one
thing, I'm the best, but if I let go, all is lost, and so I cling to my diet
tenaciously (Liu 40).
Since the anorexic bases the entirety of her self-esteem on her ability to diet
and lose weight, her life becomes an all-or-nothing situation. Either she is flawless
in her abifay to diet and, therefore, an awesome individual able to overcome Nature,
or "all is lost" and she's a completely worthless and anonymous victim. No wonder
the average anorexic eats between 200 and 400 calories a day (Brum berg 18). And
no wonder she exercises so vigorously.
Aimee Liu, for instance, would "walk for miles," and "skip rope for hours;'
despite the fact that she was "nearly always cold" and her "hands and feet especially" would turn icy and blue. And even though Aimee would bruise very easily
and any cuts and sores would take months to heal (Liu 41), this didn't stop Aimee
from pushing her body even more. She did vigorous calisthenics, modern dance
and, in her own words,
No matter how exhausted I may feel at the end of the day, I force myself
though an hour of shape-ups before bed. It's a routine I extracted from
Glamour magazine, only I make myself perform each of the fifteen
movements twice as many times as the editors suggest (Liu 45).
And later, as her anorexia progressed, Aimee couldn't allow herself to sit still for a
moment; she would do jumping jacks in the kitchen while her mother wa cooking
dinner and, furthering her mother's annoyance, even while her mother was talking
to her (Liu 46).
When an anorexic has a will to do something, she'll be sure to do it. Even in
the Victorian Era, when exercise was totally unacceptable for women , anorexics
still found a way. Though their daily food might lie on a crown piece, and though
their clothes scarcely hung together on their wasted anatomies, they were described
by their doctors as leaping and dancing in their bedrooms before daybreak and
doing somersaults in bed (Brumberg 141-42).
Even the threats of parents or the coaxings of doctors cannot dampen the
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anorexic's iron will to lose weight. If anything, the anorexic feels threatened by
these protestations, viewing them as an attempt to take her most prized possession
-her control-away. As one anorexic aptly put it, when admitted to an emergency
room for severe dehydration and an internist suggested she remain in the hospital
until she was over eighty-five pounds, she cried, "Do you want me to hate myself?" (Bruch, Cage 102)
ff anything, attempts to get the anorexic to eat and gain weight simply make
the anorexic assert her own control even harder and lose even more weight. When
Patti (the anorexic described earlier whose pride and joy was that, for ten years,
she'd kept her weight below seventy pounds) was forced to go into the hospital,
"she lost down to sixty-two pounds before entering" in order to be safe. In the hospital, her doctors and parents decided to force feed her intravenously, "but she
turned off the machine during the night and, in two months, managed to gain a
mere three pounds . . . She continuously protested that she would eat normally if
only the intravenous feedings were stopped." But when this was put to the test,
"she lost five pounds" (Bruch, Cage 85).
One of the greatest of the many paradoxes of anorexia nervosa is that while
the anorexic views her diet as the key to her happiness, the obsessive singlemindedness with which she clings to her diet is the very thing which prevents her from
resolving the problems that led her to develop the illness in the first place. The
mere thought of seeing a psychiatrist or seeking any form of "treatment" is viewed
with fear by many anorexics because, deep down, although they know that their
mad pursuit of losing weight is a sickness, they view "getting better" as losing
control and gaining weight.
Anna, for instance, a seventeen-year-old high school student, was taken by her
parents to a psychiatric consultation "that she had fought literally 'tooth and nail'."
As testimony, her "father had fresh bite marks on his forearm" (Bruch, Conversations 87). And there was another anorexic who was forced to attend a psychiatric
consultation against her will and absolutely refused to cooperate. "She proved
completely unapproachable, managing to say, 'I don't know,' or 'I don't care'
more than forty times during the interview" (Bruch, Conversations 86). And then
there are anorexics like Mira who willingly receive professional psychological
help on a regular basis but who refuse to discuss anything other than their diets
and bizarre exercise routines (Bruch, Conversations 39).
No, the anorexic would rather stay as she is and continue to allow her obsession
with weight to distract her from what she perceives to be the insurmountable
complexities of her life. Believe it or not, Aimee Liu found time to devote to other
activities besides jumping rope and walking-she kept a "special notebook" in
which she entered her "daily intake down to the mouthful" (Liu 36), and she made
lists of each day's duties and organized every minute in order to keep herself
active and away from food (Liu 57).
Avoidance is one of the defining features of the anorexic stance. The anorexic
would rather make elaborate records of each bite she has eaten in the past week
than ask herself why she is devoting herself so thoroughly to such an absurd task.
She would rather create new ways of adding saccharin and extracts to plain, nonfat
yogurt than try to figure out, for instance, if it is possible to create a new identity
for herself other than one in which she either holds or forfeits all the control.
Just as the anorexic stance allows the anorexic to avoid the unresolved
psychological issues in the center of her life, it also allows her to avoid the outside
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world. Like the concentration camp victims in World War II, anorexics, also in a
state of starvation, obsess about food. Just as the concentration camp victims
were known to trade their favorite recipes with each other, many anorexics take
an increa ed interest in cooking (Bruch, Cage 79), which frequently becomes
obsessive and shelters them from relating, in ways wholly undefined in comparison
to a clear-cut recipe, to the outside world.
Opal, for instance, devoted three years of her life almost exclu ively to cooking
gourmet dinners which she never allowed herself even to taste. At first, she would
invite her friends to eat the elaborate dinners. But as time passed and he found
she had less and less to talk about with her friends, she stopped inviting them
though she continued preparing the time-consuming meals. Because her family's
cook reigned in the family kitchen, Opal's father built her a kitchen and dining
room/library a an addition to the house and provided it with a collection of cookbooks, over a thou and volumes, specializing in old Engli h cui ine. Appropriately,
Opal called her kitchen her "Shelter" and she would spend everal hours every day
shopping for her gourmet meals, several hours every day cooking them, and then
everal hour afterwards writing out dinner menus for the following day (Bruch,
Cage 70-81).
One of the greatest flaws in the anorexic's thinking is that she mistakes isolation
for independence and tyrannical self-control for autonomy. While the anorexic
thinks she has finally achieved a true sense of self and independence (Bell 18), she
has, in reality, merely sheltered herself from the issues of identity and boundaries
festering at the core of her life. If life is nothing more than one's existence in time,
then the following insight from a rather perceptive anorexic is tragically revealing:
I would prepare detailed lists of what to do every single day to protect
myself from something that is very frightening to me-spaces in my life
... Time is like something to be gotten through right now. It is like a
thick forest and I have to get through it. Whenever there are spaces in
the forest, I don't know how to get through them and I get frightened,
terribly frightened. Undefined spaces frighten me awfully. I live my life
so I don't have to deal with them (Bruch, Cage 93).
Though anorexia begins as a solution to a problem, it eventually becomes a
rigid, confining box in which all spontaneity and freedom of being are lost. As
Ellen West, an anorexic whom Kim Chemin believes could have been one of the
greatest poets of our time but who eventually committed suicide, wrote in her diary:
"I felt that all inner development was ceasing, that all becoming and growing were
being choked, because a single idea [her obsession] was filling my entire soul"
(Chemin 174-75).
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TOUCHIN G MY HAIR
Gail Moss
It happens again and again.
Sometimes I'll be standing in the hallway, talking to one or more students, or
sometimes sitting at my desk also talking with kids, or maybe sitting with them
while they work in groups with their desks bunched together.
I'll feel the slightest touch on the back of my head, as if a strand of a spider web
or a butterfly had landed there with a touch so delicate I'm not sure if it's real or
imagined. Instinctively I'll reach up with one or the other hand to bat away whatever has come onto my hair, and that's when I'll realize what is going on.
As I am reaching up I will knock into the arm of one of my students, either a
girl or a boy, who has been touching my hair as we spoke, but not wanting me to
know it.
I am always surprised to find out that more than just a conversation has been
taking place between us. I am always surprised to discover that while talking to me,
a student has also had his or her hand stretched out behind my head, stretched out
to feel my hair as we speak, hoping the conversation keeps me from noticing.
Sometimes one student keeps me busy talking while another is busy checking
out my hair. But whether one or more kids are involved, they always do the same
thing.
They grasp the ends of my hair and rub it gently between the tips of their
fingers , back and forth, back and forth, seeing how it feels , seeing how a white
person's hair feels.
This is easy to do with my hair because it doesn't hang down smoothly, it isn't
straight and all of a piece like the hair of many white people. My hair is curly and
sticks out, puffy-like, in three or four inch layers all over my head. It is dark blonde,
and looks coarse, but is actually very fine and soft to the touch. There are lots of
places where someone could touch it and I wouldn't even know, and I figure that
that has probably happened too- kids have probably touched it and I haven't known.
My hair is accessible, and it seems to make the students as curious as kittens in
front of open paper bags.
Some of the students are bolder. They strut right up and say, "Let me feel yo
hair." And then while touching it they usually say "Ooh. It feel soft. Dang."
Sometimes, but rarely, a student will actually stroke my hair, stand there and
pet me as if I were a dog, stroking my hair down , down , with his palm, until I call
a halt. Teacher as pet.
But most of the kids don't want me to know they have this particular curiosity
- like Darnell, for example.
"Were you touching my hair, Darnell?" He is sitting next to me on a chair pulled
up to my desk. We have been going over some of his work. My eyes are cast down
onto his paper when I feel the slightest, almost imperceptib le tug at the back of my
head.
"No offense, Miss P. I jus' want to see how it feel;' he responds with a small
sheepish laugh.
"Well?" I turn my chair towards him and put one hand on my hip to look more
authoritative.
"It be soft. Man. It feel like silk, it so soft. Here, feel mine. See how different
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it is."
And so I do.
Darnell slides his chair back a bit and tips his head down so I can feel the dark
Afro he is offering me. The whole class is now watching this show, quietly for a
moment, as I reach out, trying to hide my tentativeness, trying to hide my shyness
in front of kids from whom I can hide nothing.
I reach out and with my fingertips I do what the kids do to me. I grasp a few
strands of Darnell's hair between my fingertips and rub it, back and forth, back and
forth, to see how a black person's hair feels. And it is different, coarser and wiry.
Then I grow bolder and set my whole palm gently down on top of Darnell's
puffy hair. I let my skin experience the spongy, airy fibers which are Darnell's hair.
I am captivated by the way it pops right back up after I gently squish it down. I
squish it down, once, twice, and then a third time.
Then Darnell looks up and says, "Well, what do you think?" at the same time
the class bursts into noise and similar questions.
"How you like the brother's hair, Miss P.? You like the way it feel?"
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BABIES AT THE DOORWAY
Gail Moss
The doorway again. But this time it's another game, not the "Let's yell obscenities and she'll never catch us" game. This one is the baby game. The mama and baby
game, and sometimes, but rarely, the daddy game.
I will be standing at the front of the room, talking, or maybe sitting on my desk,
which I often do, and then I'll hear it. Tap tap tap. Somebody at the door.
And when I turn my head and look, I'll see faces again, but not the leering faces
that call me names. These faces are pretty. They are the faces of little brown babies
chubby-cheeked and smiling next to the faces of their pretty young mamas- my
students.
The little heads are attached to little bodies which their mamas hold up to the
window, grasping them under their little arms and bouncing them slightly up and
down to get a jiggly look at the classroom and at Miss P standing there in front of
the class.
"Miss P ! Miss P !" I'll hear a slightly muffled female voice calling to me from
behind the door.
"Excuse me, class." I'll walk over to the door and open it. Another interruption,
but I don't get angry. I am always touched, honored even, when my students bring
their babies to school for me to meet.
The mamas always dress their babies well for these outing . In spring and fall
the children wear little cottony hats with sun-brims and pale colored ribbons and
freshly laundered pastel outfits appliqued with ducks or rabbits or boats or baseballs. The little girls wear miniature shoes of lace-trimmed satin, while the boys
prepare for manhood in miniature jogging shoes. Nothing about the way these children look speaks of poverty or housing projects.
During winter the mamas shelter their babies from the cold in thick, brightly
colored snowsuits with attached booties and mittens. They swath them in knit mufflers and protect the little heads with colorful knit hats which often look handmade,
with little earflaps which tie under chubby chins and big ball of yarn attached at
the crown of the head.
And when I answer the door I usually say something like, "Well, who do we
have here?" This day it is one of my favorite students.
"This Tyrone," smiles Vanessa, a 16-year-old junior in my honor class. Proudly,
she holds up her son, chubby and made stiff-armed and stiff-legged by the thick
padding of the yellow snowsuit he is wearing. Her lean brown arms stretch out in
front of her, her hands clutching Tyrone's plump little body under the armpits,
Tyrone of the dimpled cheeks and sweet grin.
Mother and child stare for a moment into each other's eyes. I look at them both,
and my heart does a little twist. They are so lovely now, but secretly I worry about
them. Will their bond be strong enough to sustain them through life in the projects?
I hope it will. I am learning that it often doe . And maybe they will be able to move
somewhere else where they will have a better chance.
''Ain't he cute, Miss P ?" Vanessa beams with pride.
"He's beautiful, just like his mommy;' I say. "How old i he?" I a k, putting my
index finger into his palm and enjoying the way he wraps his little fingers tightly
around it and then begins sucking on the whole arrangement.
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"He be six months nex' week;' says Vanessa. "Born July 20th. Ain't that right,
little man?"
He lets go of my fingers and begins to suck his entire hand as his mama gives
his little brown cheek a kiss.
"I had to take him to the clinic this mornin', Miss P. That's why I not be in class
today. He be coughing all de time."
As if on cue, the child emits a wheezy, raspy sound from deep within his yellow
snowsuit. She hugs him closer, presses him against her left shoulder and pats his
padded little back.
"Plus my mama axed me to take my two little sisters along to the clinic too.
They all be coughing since Christmas, all three of 'em. Enough to drive me crazy
with all they hackin' and barkin'. Ain't you been drivin' me crazy, little man?"
She asks the question up close to his chubby little face and then, with her
finger, wipes away a tiny rivulet of mucus that has begun to drip from his little
turned-up nose.
"But I did my book report, Miss P. Don' you worry none 'bout that. I be bringin' it in tomorra."
Meanwhile half the class has gathered around behind me and clustered in the
doorway, craning their necks to see who I'm talking to and calling out questions
and insults to one another.
"Who there?" say the curious ones who have come over to the doorway.
"What's happening man?"
"Hey Royal. Vanessa here. She got Tyrone wid her."
"She do? Oh, hey, I be right dere."
Royal, whose own baby is due in about two months, carefully squeezes herself
out from behind her desk, which she already has to sit in at a 45-degree angle, half
facing the aisle. The wood-grain formica desks with attached seats, some of the
newer desks in the school, weren't designed to accommodate pregnancy.
The desks make it a tight squeeze for Bonita too, and soon it will be the same
for Angelneta and Beverly.
"Dang, this baby be big, just like his daddy;' laughs Royal, patting the sturdy
roundness in front of her.
"Bet you don' even know who the daddy is;' ventures Kevin, looking for trouble.
"I do too and when I tell him what you jus' said he gonna whup you upside the
head, boy!"
"Right on, honey!"
"Yo mama!" Royal barks back, but discontinues the battle to make her way to
the door to greet Vanessa and Tyrone.
"Hey girrrl ! You got a fine loo kin' young man wid' ya," Royal calls, standing on
her tiptoes and peering over the heads of the others who are closer to the doorway.
"Hey Royal. How much longer you got to wait?" Vanessa calls back to her, also
on her tiptoes to get a better view.
"Bout seven or eight weeks, I figger."
"Look like about seven or eight days, honey, the size you be. Lord have
mercy!"
"Oh girrl. What you say!"
I decide it's time to end this visit and tell the class they had all better get back
inside.
"Thanks for showing me your baby, Vanessa. But we have to get back to work
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now. See you tomorrow, O.K. ?"
"Sure enough. Bye Miss P." She waves Tyrone's hand up and down to say goodbye to me.
"Bye Vanessa. Bye Tyrone." I wave back, and the baby smiles. Then I start
shepherding the kids back to where they belong.
Languidly, reluctantly, they return to their seats. The kids who didn't go over
to the doorway have meanwhile draped themselves over the tops and backs of their
desks, lounging while they have been talking to one another. A few have walked
over to the windows to watch the pigeons and the traffic.
I make a general announcement that they all should get back to their places so
we can get on with our work.
This is all part of the general routine. Three, four, five times a week little
visitors come to my door. Little visitors and their mommies, and sometimes their
brothers and sisters, and sometimes their cousins, and sometimes other relatives up
here from down South. Three, four, five times a week.
And then we get back to the lesson for the day, some short story or workbook
page, something which usually seems pretty irrelevant, to me, to all of us.
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INJURY
Eduardo Cruz Eusebio

Michael sat in the nonsmoking living room area, avoiding the heavy cigarette
smoke everywhere else. J., an attractive, blond, fortyish, manic-depressive woman,
breezed in and sat by him. J. was an old, familiar patient of his, and usually quite a
prude when she was in the normal or depressed state, but she was wired and manic
this time around. She intentionally wore no bra or underpants beneath her thin yellow hospital-issue pajamas, and took great care to make men realize this by bending
over to pick up specks of invisible lint from the floor, or by wearing too-small
pajamas and yawning hugely and frequently, her arms high above her head.
Michael was constantly directing her to put on some other, thicker clothes, or at
least to wear some underwear. Once he'd made the mistake of leading her into her
room to pick out something more appropriate, like a thick, baggy, denim jump suit.
She lightly stroked his back as he searched through her closet for something less
provocative.
In her best, hyperverbal, coked up, Southern belle, she breathed, "Oh, Michael,
ah know exactly what men want, and ah, ah just make it easier for them to get what
they want, because happiness is my goal."
Michael shrugged her hands away and argued that the point of her being on the
unit was for therapy and medication, not to please the opposite sex.
She'd countered with a pout, dramatically falling backwards to her bed.
"Michael, don't you want to fuck me? Now, tell the truth, as a gentleman of the
South, and a man of your word. I'm pretty, plenty of men want me. Don't you? Is
there something wrong with me?"
Sensing the walls closing in, Michael moved to the door. He was a Northerner.
He stammered, being the truthful therapist, "Th-that's not the issue, J."
J. sat up, chest thrown out, breasts straining the limits of mere hospital cotton.
"Sex is the issue of everything. How can you say that sex isn't important? You're
obviously brainwashed by the government, poor boy. They've got you, but they
haven't got me. Sex is my life. Sex is life. Fucking is the universe. Fucking is . . ."
Michael left the room quickly. How could he argue with manic logic like that?
This day was much the same: As they sat on a couch in the nonsmoking living
room, J. clutched his arm to her chest. Michael shrugged her loose, and declined to
give his home address to her when she whispered in his ear, asking for it. She was
more manic than usual, more heavily sedated, claiming that the TV was able to read
her mind, and feed its findings directly to the CIA. Michael told her that the TV
wouldn't want to read her mind, even if it could, and that the CIA didn't care about
"insignificant worms like us."
She laughed and slurred, "I want to suck you dry, Michael."
Michael showed her his wedding ring, and reminded her that he was happily
married, and that the area in question was already "covered contractually." She told
him about her teenaged daughter, trying to set up a date. He left graciously, trying
not to run.
During his break, he walked to the pier across the street, and looked at the orange and red sun sinking into the darkness of the Gulf. He watched the tiny lights
at Clearwater beach, blipping on across the intercostal waterway. Small pleasure

71

boats purred across the glassy water. He thought about all the touri ts and kids,
strolling and strutting along G-string beach, catching skittering, tiny ghost crabs
and displaying firm, young bodies in the waning sun. He thought about the seasons
he was missing back in Illinois-four seasons, instead of Florida's two: dry and wet.
He decided that his newborn son should grow up experiencing ea ons, and would
talk to his wife about finally leaving for home. There was no ice cream left in the
freezer when he got back to the unit.

*

*

*

Dear Mike,
The last time I was injured down in Florida was the wor t. As if I didn't have
enough stress at the time, it was a week before the birth of Jordan. (You remember
my son, don't you?) That was one of the worst and best months of my life.
It was the beginning of the day shift, about seven-thirty in the morning, and I'd
just punched in and gone to the report room to listen to the tape from the hifts
before, when one of the nurses burst in all excited and scared, saying that one of
the patients was out of control in the dining area.
I ran down the long hallway and got there to find that Bill (I forget hi s real
name, but I'd like to call him asshole for reasons you' ll find out) thi usually quiet
and friendly patient, was standing in the corner in front of the piano, dre sect in
yellow psych unit pajamas, with his fists up saying very clearly, 'Tm gonna deck the
first person who comes up to me!" Several tables and chairs had been turned over,
and a carton of milk was spilled on the hard tiled floor. The rest of the male staff
(about seven of them) were "surrounding" him at a safe distance, after having
pushed away any extra tables in preparation for a possible take-down. (That's when
a patient is pushed face down to the floor, in order to more easily control him.) All
of us had automatically assumed unthreatening poses (or as unthreatening as you
can get while still being confrontational). This means that you tand at an angle to
the belligerent, pointing your shoulder towards him, instead of facing him directly,
which is viewed as more aggressive.
Outside the open door, I could see the female nurses hustling other patients off
to their rooms, and running down the hall towards the seclusion room, carrying
bags of leather restraints in preparation to tie him down.
Meanwhile, one of the male nurses, Steve, was quietly trying to get Bill to calm
down, holding a clear cup of medication out to him, saying, "I don't want to have to
put you in eclusion. Let's talk about what's bothering you. I want to help you out,
but you have to take your medication. There's no getting around that. You have to
take your medication."
In situations like that, only one person is allowed to talk to the patient, in order
not to confuse him. And usually, the person can be talked down, but on that morning I could ee he wa n't going for it. He just kept saying, "Don't come near me, I
swear I 'm gonna fuck you up." He wasn't even yelling it, but was mostly calm and in
full control of his senses.
But all the staff was scared, I could tell. They were standing a little further
away from him than they usually do during a confrontation , and they had good
reason. Bill had AIDS , he was an IV drug user, and none of us wanted to accidentally bloody him or us, as occasionally happens in a take-down. In fact, a few of the
guys were wearing surgical gloves.
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He was dying, shriveling down to a skeleton, but still spent most of his time
denying the possibility of having AIDS, though yesterday he had talked angrily to
his therapist about taking people out with him if he had to die. The asshole.
When violence is about to happen, you can sense it in the air. It's almost a
smell. It's as if all the fear and adrenaline collecting in the room reaches a critical
mass and explodes into physical action- just limbs and shouts and scuffling, no one
can tell what's really going on, all that fear blinds you.
The next thing I saw was Bill knocking the medication out of Steve's hand and
taking a swing at his head. Then all of us moved in. Steve ducked and pushed him
backward into the piano, which sounded a dissonant chord. A couple guys grabbed
each arm, but he was still kicking at us, so I stepped in to control his feet. I was yelling, as usual, my customary request-"Floor him! Floor him! Floor him!"-which
some were trying to do, while others were trying to move him to the door. It was an
unorganized mess, because we didn't have time to make a plan prior to confronting him.
As I was bending over, I felt a tremendous, dizzying blow to my forehead. I
thought he had just head butted me, so I wasn't real worried, but it pissed me off, so
I grabbed his legs, picked him up (he was skin and bones), and twisted him to the
floor face down. He must have landed kind of hard, because when I moved above
his head, others had already grabbed his legs, I saw that he had blood across his
teeth. By this time, people were yelling, "Hold his head! Hold his head!" since he
was trying to bite.
Of course, no one wanted to hold his head, so I had to or he would've chomped
down on someone. And you can bet that I kept my forearm so tight on his chin, he
must have felt his eyes bugging out. I had no choice. If my hold slipped off even a
little, he would've taken a chunk out of my arm. There's nothing worse than a human bite, and this guy was trying to infect us with his AIDS. If this doesn't sound
shitty enough, it gets better, Mike.
My head was numb, but stinging near the hairline where he had butted me. So
with my free hand, I wiped at what I thought was sweat running down my face.
Looking at the back of my hand, I couldn't believe what I saw at first. It was a
smear of blood. The nurses standing above us had looks of horror on their faces
when they saw me. I was bleeding. There was blood all over the asshole's teeth, and
it was probably mine. The bastard didn't head butt me, he bit me. I was so angry
that for a second I seriously considered crushing the bastard's windpipe. I thought,
"Great, my son is going to be born, and then I'm gonna die, perfect."
After we strapped him to the bed and locked him up, being especially harsh
about it, three of us went down to ER. Me with a bleeding gash on my forehead.
Todd, with a claw mark across his face and into his red eye, and Steve with a scratch
across his cornea, and I had to get my head X-rayed to make sure I didn't have a
concussion.
They say you can't feel X-rays, but I swear that I could, especially as they went
through my head. I could swear that my eyeballs felt like they were being hard
boiled, and the waves ricochetted in there for the rest of the day, but that's another
story.
The doctor figured out that I got the worst of it. I was the only one who exchanged fluids with the man-his saliva into my blood. Wonderful. I ended up
having my blood tested for HIV antibodies for a year. I thought I was a dead man.
Sure, sure the doctors, nurses, and educators told me that the AIDS virus has never
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been acquired through saliva, but what the fuck do experts know about anything?
They told me that my biggest worry was of hepatitis or infection. Hell, these people
were from the same profession as those guys who, a century ago, used to perform
operations on the kitchen table, and were barely getting over the use of leeches and
bleeding. I'm the son of a surgical doctor, I know that medicine is only faking at
being a science.
I still don't know. I rather doubt that anything happened. I mean, I didn't have
sex with the guy, but who knows what will come up years from now?
Your potentially dead friend,
Ed
*

*

*

Dear Mike,
I remember the night I decided to leave the unit up here in Chicago. It was
about four in the morning, about the middle of my shift. Since I came in at twelve,
there was this patient there giving the staff grief, paranoid as hell, endlessly pacing
past the nursing station, listening to his hallucinations tell him he was an asshole.
(Think of the most vulgar insults you can possibly come up with, and imagine them
shouted at you. That's what I've been told some hallucinations are like.) This guy
wasn't very big at all, just some scarecrow of a guy in scarecrow clothes that
smelled like hell. But size doesn't matter all that much when you're psychotic, convinced that someone wants to kill you in your sleep, and determined to get that
someone before he gets you. Unfortunately, on this shift, I was that someone.
On the night shift we only have three people on-two nurses and a therapist
(me). The nurses do the paperwork, and I take care of doing room checks every
half hour and controlling the population, which means that I keep them from fucking each other or hanging themselves, and if someone gets out of line I arrange to
have them physically restrained to a bed in this place called the seclusion room.
You know I don't scare easy; I've had plenty of patients focus on me as the center of their delusions, and strapped maybe a hundred or more to seclusion room
beds, but for some reason that night, the guy really scared me. At three, he finally
decided to act on his hallucinations. He came up to the counter and started beating
on it, yelling at me, with this big-eyed, psycho leer.
"Hey, shit I'm gonna kill you. I know you want me dead. I'm gonna bust your
fuckin' head in. You told the doctor that I need to be here."
I had to face him down, or calm him somehow, but couldn't do either. It seemed
like years of all the fear I'd been repressing hit me at once. I retreated to the boss's
office and sat down in her chair. The door was still open so my fellow staffers
wouldn't think that I had deserted them. The man was still threatening me at the top
of his lungs. It was just two female nurses there and me, but I couldn't get up. My
knees didn't work, and my heart was beating so hard I could hear it. A few minutes
later hospital security came up, so I forced myself to get up. I guess one of the
nurses called them. They took the psychotic by the arms and led him to the quiet
room, where I readied the straps to the bed and locked him in. It was creepy as hell.
He didn't say a thing as I clamped the restraints around his wrists and ankles. Even
when we rolled him on his side and shot his butt full of medication, he just closed
his eyes and quaked a little, like an expanding balloon about to explode.
Minutes after I locked the seclusion room door, and focused him in on the
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video monitor behind the nurses' station, I wrote my letter of resignation. It was
conventional, giving my boss two weeks notice, but I desperately wanted to write
what I really felt:
"It's a lie. Work will not send me to heaven. I resign."
Your underemployed friend,
Ed
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More Stories

MELCHERT THE HOARKER

Lisa Yu
O.K., so I never seen anyone write a story about some hot dog makers, but
what the hell? There's a first time for everything, right? Let me tell you, I've known
some in my time. Stories I could tell you, 'cause I've had this little stand here for
thirty and some years, seen more than my share of wackos and fruitcakes slapping
the old mustard. I could write a book.
Of all the fruitcakes I guess there never was a one that could measure up to old
Melchert for sheer looniness. There's a lot I can't even say about the guy's life: for
instance, where he came from, his folks, his childhood, and so forth. No one knows.
Like you know how most guys you work with will be flapping their jaw, going on
about this and that, and pretty soon you got their whole life story? Well, not Melchert. What I seen of him myself, that's practically all I know, so it's all you're
gonna get.
Guess I oughta say a word or two about myself. First thing you gotta know is I
don't claim to be any rocket scientist, O.K.? I'm a lousy hot dog seller and that's
O.K. with me. I got no higher ambitions. I'm perfectly content with my little stand
here in the Merchandise Mart, making hot dogs like I done for thirty years. I got no
plans, like some guys do, to put in a milkshake machine or soft-serve ice cream,
frozen yogurt, nacho chips, or some such-you know, get a jump on the market,
maybe franchise. Who needs the headache? So I do like I always done, do it well,
don't go shaking up the routine for no reason. Course now my business is being
squeezed out by this giant chain-the goddamn Taco Loco clowns, if you'll excuse
my French. But that's all besides the point.
Before this Melchert appeared on the scene there was these three guys been
working for me awhile: Askew, Weinsap, and a kid named Dwayne, except he asks
can we please call him "Rasta boy" now. Whatever. Christ, it's like the United Nations in here these days, every color and faith of the rainbow represented. The old
man, if he was still around, would turn over in his grave. But hey, times change,
and Love Your Brother, all that, yatata yatata.
Anyways-Askew, he's an old fool like myself, sometimes moreso than others
as regards the fool part. I think the what you call the deciding factor there is if he's
been hitting the sauce or not. Before he gets to it he's one sharp cookie-you know,
he can do the condiments and cash all at the same time. But say he's been for one
of his ten-minute rest breaks-which I allow him, as required by law. You put him
on that line with his hands shaking, then he tries to cut some onions but slices up
his fingers instead. So now he's got all these bandaids on and they'll come off in the
ketchup, full of blood and sweat-real nice for the Health Department, you know?
Worst incident I ever saw was once he's running back and forth between condiments
and cash, and he slaps a handful of wet sauerkraut into some customer's handguy's just waiting on his change, poor soul. Meantime, with the other hand he
squeezes a five spot inside a bun, right between the dog and the mustard.
Like I said, sober he's real sharp, seeing as he's been doing the job since about
the dawn of civilized times. Yeah, he can be a pain in the royal butt, but I keep him
on, guess I'm just a sucker for my fellow man - as you'll see. Besides, if I talk to
him about maybe just cutting down to them quality dry hours, he hauls out your
legal such and such about age discrimination, Equal Opportunity and so on, etcet-
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era. Well, all it takes to shut me up is lawsuit talk, and come right down to it I'd feel
bad for the guy being out on the street at his age, so I'm willing to hold out till his
Social Security boat comes in.
You think he's bad, though, Askew don't hold a candle for legal mumbo jumbo
to this young kid name of Weinsap. He usually runs the deep fryer. He's most of the
time a good kid: hard worker, keeps up a nice respectable appearance- hort hair,
clean shirt and all. Sure, he's got this habit of climbing up on his high horse, like
he's too good to be making French fries with us. He's from one of the e Highland
Park families of I don't need to tell you what religiou persuasion for fear of offending omebody, except to hint that it's a group inclined towards making a buck and
holding onto it for dear life. See, the dogs are just a job to Weinsap, what he really
is is a law student at DePaul University, and I suppose his folks made him take the
job with me, elsewise he wouldn't be caught dead in the place.
The fact that he's forced to spend time working has made him curious about the
legal ins and outs of the food service industry. Particularly, I seen him tudying
with great interest this sheet I got up on the wall-as required by law-regarding
worker's comp. I think it gave him an idea, 'cause ever ince then he' been a little
careless about waving his strainer around so as to drop grease blobs where he's
likely to step. Kid wants to fall on his ass and lay at home with a busted leg while
the comp checks from yours truly roll in.
Also he'll come around complaining about stiff joints, thinks he's developing
such and such syndrome, common to laborers in the meat packing industry, which
leads to severe disability and has gotten certain companies in a load of hot water.
So I tells him, "Kid, packin' a six-ounce dog in a bun for twenty hours a week don't
exactly qualif.y you as a meat packer." But Christ, every week he' got a different
scheme. Says he has to go home and lay down, says he's coming down with the
Epstein and Barr virus, symptom of which is fatigue. He see old Askew slicing
himself up and suddenly he's afraid of catching AIDS from open wound , so he's
taken to wearing rubber gloves on the line. It don't do any good to tell him there
ain't no one in Chicago likely to get intimate enough with old Askew to be swappin'
the bodily fluids, AIDS-infected or no. He's got as good a chance of carrying the
bug as the Pope. Mostly I ignore him, cause while he's carrying on he generally
gets the work done.
Between these two characters is a kid which is a pleasure to have in my employ,
thanks to hi easygoing ways, never mind the fact that most of the time you don't
know what in heaven's name he's talking about. He's a colored, name of Dwayne,
who's as American as you or me, lives on the West Side with hi folk like he done
all his life, fifteen or so years. When I hired him he was like any other colored kid
in his talk, and dressed regular too-you know, Nike sneakers, jeans, and L.A.
Laker's jacket or what have you-a good kid not into the gang or the crack, which
is something to be thankful for. Funny thing is after a while he starts turning into a
foreigner, calling me "Boss-mon;' wearing sunglasses and rainbow knit caps like
he's from one of them tropical islands, and ays he goe by the name of "Ras ta boy"
now. He grows his hair like nothing I ever seen, 'cause when the colored grow their
hair it comes out in these funny lumpy things that point every whicha way and don't
look too clean neither. Calls them dreadlocks, to which all I got to say is the dread
part I don't take issue with.
Generally Rasta boy does odd jobs: cleaning, stocking, and during lunch rush
he's perfectly capable to slice the buns and load in the dogs. He's in the habit of
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mumbling and bobbing and singing, sometimes squeezes the buns lovingly, but he's
so good-natured I get a kick out of it, no matter how loony. If I tell him he can take
his break now, he smiles and without fail says, "Ja be praised." Darndest thing. I
mean, Baptists is always been peculiar, but this behavior ain't even like any Baptist
I ever seen. Lots of guys wouldn't put up with it, but I say, what's the matter with a
positive attitude?
So that's the three of them that made up my staff - like I said, each one flakier
than the last, but here comes what you might call the meat in the sandwich, top dog
of the loons, and that is Melchert, which makes the other three look like the College
of Cardinals. Now for some time we did O.K. with the four of us: Weinsap at the
deep fryer, Rasta boy cutting and loading, Askew running your condiments, and
myself packing them up, ringing the orders-and the all-important relating with
customers. You know, a joke here, inquiry into the family there. We got a lot of
regulars, lots of folks work in the Mart has a dog for lunch every day. We was getting busier and busier for a while there and backing up on our orders. Between
Rasta boy doing his bun thing, and Askew trying to keep his condiments straight,
and Weinsap going light in the head from the fluorescent lights, the dogs themselves
wasn't getting cooked often enough. So we conferred heavily and I decided to run
an ad in the Trib.
Seeing as you don't need a Doctor of Philosophy to cook hot dogs, I accepted
the first applicant which didn't smell too bad or act like he never heard of the English language, and that was Melchert. I must say he made a nice appearance: quiet,
clean-cut, respectful, and so forth. He really impressed me. I was tickled to hire a
fine young guy like him: wouldn't have to get on his case to shave or wear a hairnet,
no half-assed college student-if you'll excuse my language-who would rather be
chasing the sorority girls, and I wouldn't have to worry about him stroking out or
losing a finger during lunch rush.
I started him in slow, seeing as we get real busy at lunch. You throw a new guy
in at condiments, he might have a nervous breakdown. I showed him just how to cut
the buns and load the dogs-just so, I said. He jumped right in there, which freed
Rasta boy to cook the dogs, and between which run around stocking and pouring
sodas. First day he got the routine down like a pro, never once sending a bun without a dog, or vice versa, for Askew to condiment. The whole operation ran nice and
smooth, no problems whatsoever. To say he didn't talk much would be what you
call a understatement, but I figured he was just nervous-first day and all.
All week long, as he's cutting and loading so fast he's ahead of the game-loading dogs for customers who haven't even decided to go for lunch yet-I notice he
still doesn't say word one, not unless he's spoken to, and even then just yeah or no
if he can get away with it. I mean, normally we'll all give each other a hard time,
just mess around like you got to when you work that close together, even if it's a
bunch of guys you don't have nothing in common with. It's what you call the psychology of the workplace. Not old Melchert, though, he didn't catch on.
Like say Askew yells out to him, "Hey Melchert, let's get it in gear, we ain't got
all day"-obviously sarcastical, since Melchert's already got so many buns dogged
they're stacked up at the condiment station like a pyramid. We'll all laugh and say
yeah, come on Melchert, but he'll just nod and proceed to cut and load even faster.
Oh well. I noticed he was quick and kept his area real neat. So I look at him there,
on the ball, and I look over at old Askew dribbling ketchup all over his shoes. This
kid, I says to myself, may just be ready for condiments.
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Next day I explained to him all about your mustards, your onions, your chili,
and so forth. It's plenty more complicated than dogging, since you got to keep
straight who wants what-extra ketchup, light kraut, what have you, everybody
wants it different. It's easy to get mixed up. You really got to dance, yet keep a cool
head at all costs. So I asked Melchert, is he sure he understands, can he handle it
for one day? "Yeah," he says-in his quiet, sickly, kind of pale way-and that's all
he says.
So we tried it with Askew making dogs and Rasta boy dogging buns and taking
orders, and Melchert running those condiments. It's a little tough to get used to,
cause usually the guy who takes the orders will hand the dog down and at the same
time yell out what they want on it, and the condiment man yells back, to make sure
he's got it straight. This Melchert, true to form, says nothing. Rasta boy says, for
instance, "Dis one got de onions, hit got de relish, hit got de cheese, hit sure got de
mustard, but mon-don't you put on dot sauerkraut;' and waits for Melchert to repeat what he says, but no. He slaps it on just right, hands it to me, and on to the next
one. He's an odd one, but he does his work, so I don't que tion.
In between busy times, when it's quieted down, a guy' got time to smoke a
cigarette or whatever, Melch doesn't quit work for a minute. He cuts onion , he
cleans the fryer, he sweeps up, and he wipes down every inch of counter pace. I
can see it bugs Weinsap, cau se ain't no way you can get work-related injurie if
someone's cleaning up your spills all the time.
So we proceeded thusly for several weeks, humming along happily, and it appears as if everyone's found his talent, Melchert's being that condiments and him
acts like they've known each other all their lives. Then one lunch rush I notice Ra ta
boy piling up those dogged buns like Melchert use to do. I look over at Melchert
and he's just standing there kind of licking his lips and twitching his mouth. "Melch;'
I says, "you're getting backed up there." He just stands, bobbing hi Adam' apple.
"Mon, did you hear me?" Rasta boy taps his shoulder, and pointing at each bun
in turn says, " ketchup light onions, pickles and mustard, everything no sauerkraut,
plain, plain, everything hot peppers, everything no onions, you got that, mon ? Are
you wit me, mon?"
Then Melchert gets this real funny look on his face and holds up one finger, the
other hand messing with his collar, which is buttoned all the way up as usual, and
he whispers, "Excuse me." Then he makes more noise than he's ever made put together, and the way he makes it is he hoarks. Now, I don't know if you're familiar
with the word " hoark," but I'm sure you know the concept, which is to make this
noise in your throat where you're trying to get at some phlegm that's back there and
expectorate it. A big hoark like this one is usually followed by a not exactly beautiful spit, so we all kind of stood clear of Melch, gave him some space, but he didn't
spit. He sure did hoark, though. If you want to know the truth, it was downright
embarrassing. You know, a shy fellow like him you gotta figure he ain't too proud
about creating a crude disturbance-specially when there's a line of testy businesspersons waiting at the counter flapping their dough, jingling their change, and glaring at him impatiently. Also, it don't look good to be making these kind of noises
if you're standing right over containers full of relish and mu tard- I don't know,
something in the aestheticals.
Anyone else done it, a wisecrack woulda been made, and I probably woulda
had a sharp word or two-it just don't look good. But poor Melchert looked so
sickly standing there hoarking like the Queen Mary pulling out of dock with a dead
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seagull stuck in its horn, tugging away at that button that quivered on his Adam's
apple, with his eyes unfocused, just staring ... Well, I was taken aback.
"Son;' I says, "is you got something in your throat?"
"It's all the nitrates around here," pipes up Weinsap from over by the deep fryer,
"Melch has obviously got a sensitivity. Although saying someone is sensitive to
nitrates is like saying a guy doesn't take too well to having his leg sawed off-that
stuff is poison to all of us. The FDA says-"
Having the instincts of a lifelong acquaintance with the hot dog industry, I see
it is a time for action, not speeches. All the time we been yakking, Melch is apparently breaking the world's record time for a single hoark, which freezes him up for
all action, even something as important as applying the condiments. I ask him if
he's O.K., just to make sure he ain't about to keel over, and when he nods I grabs
him by the shoulder and shove him out of the way, then gesture to Askew to spread
out, and I and him set to work making up for Melch's lost time.
Boy, was that whole bunch of customers irritated, standing there and watching
over the proceedings like a flock of buzzards. O.K., I admit it is not so nice to have
to wait for your dog while it gets cold and some clown is attending to his personal
habits over it, but they didn't have to get so testy with me. "Melch;' I turns and says
while I'm ketchuping with one hand and counting back change with the other, "why
don't you step out in the alley if you is got something in your threat, hey?" 'cause
he's still going at it full speed. He nods and steps back to the back area, not once
breaking the flow of his solo.
Somehow we recovered and got through that lunch, though naturally I was saddened to see some folks at the back of the line got tired of waiting and cut out to
get a taco. It may sound darn tolerant of me, seeing as we lost business, but I wasn't
sore at old Melchert. He came back from the alley once it was quieted down, a good
twenty minutes later, and took up his place on the line, looking paler than ever, and
set to tidying up his area, saying not a word about the incident.
We all looked at him sort of funny but figured he was feeling humiliated about
it, so we acted like nothing happened. The kid, I decided- to speak both literally
and figurative-had choked. I let it slide for now, figuring maybe he was tense to
reach such a position of responsibility and decision-making so early in his career.
"New guy at condiments," I chided myself, "the old man woulda known better."
Rest of the week young Melchert worked hard as ever, though if anything he
made less noise about it than ever. I wouldn'ta thought it was possible for a guy to
act so not impressed with being alive, without moaning and griping about it. Truth
is, I felt sorry for the kid, and how little fun he was having with the whole proceedings. He still handled the condiments 0. K., but I was gentler with him, relieving
him with old Askew when it got busy, for fear of he'd freeze up again.
So the next week on Tuesday morning we showed up ten o'clock as usual, and
everywhere is boxes: on the counter, on the floor, on the chairs, and more coming
in the door all the time. See, most of our deliveries come in on Tuesdays. Everybody what's there-which consists of only me and Weinsap and Melchert at this
hour-kind of grabs a box and sets to putting it away somewhere: napkins in the
back, buns in the cooler, what have you. That is to say, myself and Weinsap does
this, while Melchert stands there with his hands in his pockets licking his lips.
I thought maybe he hadn't caught on to our little routine yet, so I told him,
"Melchert, this here isn't the new office decorations, there's all kinds of crap got to
be put away." Then he grabs that top collar button, whispers, "Scuse me," and pro-
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ceeds to make that gorgeous noise in his throat. Once again I took cover in anticipation of expectoration, but alls he did was hoark. The pattern, I can see, is starting
to be hauntingly familiar.
Since we don't open till ten-thirty, we had more freedom this go-round to kind
of study and deliberate over what was going on, so the whole both of us stopped
and looked at Melchert, I on his right and Weinsap on his left. Like tourists at Old
Faithful, we watched that button dance on his Adam's apple while the accompanying soundtrack burst gloriously forth. He was louder and juicier sounding this
time, if you know what I mean.
"Weinsap," I spoke up over the commotion, "any theories?"
"Several," he hollers. "For instance, the ventilation system in here, which dates
probably from the Civil War-is, I'm certain, below code. What with all the dry air
and unhealthy cooking fumes, I'm surprised more of us don't have a problem like
Melchert here." Which, speaking of Melchert, he's meanwhile in full voice. ''Also
there's the matter of second-hand cigarette smoke, which isn't helped any by the fact
of those ashtrays you lay on the counters, encouraging the public to smoke in illegal
proximity with your food prep area. Of course, to digress somewhat, the e old
buildings have alarmingly high levels of Radon-"
"Son;' I says to Melchert, "can't you maybe see your way clear to cutting it out
and lift a finger to earn your minimum wage?" Harsh words, I admit, but it occurs
to me this thing he does is a voluntary action, not exactly as uncontrollable as
coughing or sneezing. I guess it inflamed his sensitivitie though, cau e he caught
his breath only to let fly more violently than ever. So I quit arguing about it for now
and suggested if he must do that he might step out of the way into the alley o a
person can get his work done without having to detour around him all the time.
Me and Weinsap got the boxes put away while old mucus head pursued his new
hobby out in the alley. It was no big deal for us: you know, not exactly as embling
a atomic bomb, but a guy likes to think everybody will jump in and lend a hand.
The old team spirit, see.
But boy, I watched that kid after that. I kept an eye on him, cause his actions
started to ease over from a little nutty to downright loony. For instance, he don't
care for eating. Everybody, I let them have a meal a shift, so when I tell ' em to take
their break they can load up a dog however they like. Course it don't take long to
have your fill of dogs, so guys can get pretty imaginative with their condiments.
Sometimes they even bring in their own cold cuts or chee e to ub titute for the
old wienie.
But Melchert-and from day one this is the thing he gives me grief about-he'd
nod when I told him to get some lunch, but just stand there for a few seconds, then
get back to work. This got me worried 'cause often he was there from open to
close, by his own choice. (He made it clear from the first he wanted to rack up
those hours, and there was plenty of chance, thanks to the whole sickly crew and
their health complaint .) Well, no way was I going to let one of my workers go
twelve and more hours without eating, o I'd insi t, "Kid, you got to eat omething.
Get yourself a dog!" You know what he did? He'd reach in that container of cold wet
half-cooked dogs, grab one and munch it down-no bun, no nothing-with little
rabbit nibbles. Well, you ain't seen nothing to put you off your food till you seen a
pasty-looking guy like Melch nibbling a nude, cold, dripping dog, pale and lifeless
as his own self. That's all I ever seen him eat: day after day, week in and week out.
The more I was thinking about it, the sorrier I am for him. I decided that since
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he worked so hard when he don't got something in his throat, I'd try to work it out
and give him a chance, whereas if I gave him the boot, who knows what might happen to the poor guy? It's a cold city, especially for sensitive types like him.
Still, this little hoarking habit bugged me, and I was dying to get to the bottom
of it. He was fine so long as you didn't ask him to do something outside of the normal routine, but it got so I wanted to make him do it, push him to explain hisself.
So late one afternoon a few days later it's roach day, which comes once every
month. I was there, Melch was there, and so was Askew and Weinsap. Rasta boy
was at school. I seen the other two was busy cleaning, and even though I knew what
he'd do, I says to him, "Melchert, they're going to come spray the bugs tonight. We
got to cover all the food in plastic bags when we close, hey?" and reached out a roll
of garbage bags to him.
"Excuse me;' he says and lets fly, louder again than last time. Me, Askew and
Weinsap all turned to look at him. It's hard to ignore this sort of thing.
"Son," I raised my voice, "what's the matter? You need to see a doctor?"
"If he did;' offers Weinsap from back by the deep fryer, even though I didn't
notice anybody is asking him, " he could hardly afford to. It's criminal that we're
expected to work without a health plan, and those lethal chemicals in the cockroach
spray hang in the air for days. Merely the thought of it is enough to make a person
sick- "
"These kids," grumbles Askew from where he's windexing the front counter, "is
not made like we was, boss. Why, I been working since practically before I could
walk, nineteen and thirty- uh, forty something, I was standing out there on Wabash
selling newspapers, I been working ever since, and you know-hm-did I ever take
a sick day? One single sick day ? Well, not many anyways, in forty and- fifty some
years in the work force ... You ain't SUPPOSE to like it-I say-"
"Melch;' I stuck the bags in his face, "are you going to help us cover everything
in plastic?" He shakes his head and keeps going, adding a new move where he ducks
his head and stamps his feet, still tugging at that collar. "O.K. , if you can't handle
that, what say you take a couple fifties, run up to the currency exchange a~d buy
some singles for the drawer?" Now he was practically coughing up a lung.
"I think this is Melchert's passive form of protest;' Weinsap yells. "We deserve
medical insurance, paid vacations, at the very least humane working conditions.
This is no plantation and we are not slaves. We can raise our voices in protest and
demand more. We're not gonna take it! "
"In the snow I worked, in the freezing rain, in the-with polio I stood out there
selling papers for a penny! " Askew is holding up a finger, getting all excited in the
reminiscing, jowls flapping and eyes aglow. "No sir, it ain't meant to be enjoyedbut I loved it. You know why? I knew what it's like to be alive! You work hard, you
play hard, drink hard-my Lord-was that a woman ..." and he's lost his way in
some memory.
"Melchert;' I leaned over and shouted in his ear, "what say you clean out and
organize the walk-in?" He's practically doubled over in convulsions. "Or wash the
windows, hey?" Every suggestion I make, he hoarks worse. I suddenly got this awful feeling I could kill him if I keep asking, which made me go all cold inside. I gave
up. "Step out in the alley, son;' I sighed and shoved him in the back. I turned to the
other two to see them screaming in each other's face, loud as ever, while Melchert's
sounds got fainter and farther away. Neither one was paying attention to the other.
"Organize!" Weinsap is saying, "Solidarity forever! " while Askew is gone all
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dreamy.
''A goddess;' he repeats, "she was a goddess in that army nurses uniform - and
out of it too, by God ..." He reaches out his hand and by accident sticks it up to the
wrist in a big jar of mayonnaise. I was suddenly tired of the whole bunch of them.
I sent everybody home early and closed up myself. I seen by now how Melch is
started to have a disruptive influence on my whole taff. Still, I let it slide.
So, in the weeks following this incident we fell into this routine where the five
of us worked smooth as you like on the line. Melchert was back to cutting and
loading, with Askew on condiments. Sad to see a natural like Melchert nowhere
near the condiments, but it seemed he just couldn't take the pressure. He ain't exactly Mr. Personality so far as communicating goes, so Rasta boy had to take the
orders and call 'em out to Askew. It was a little cockeyed, but it worked. Besides, I
knew by now I had to live with it, 'cause I had this weird feeling something ugly
would happen-to Melch, to myself, or to the both of us- if I ever gave him the
pink slip. I paid him to do his routine work, clean everything in sight, and once a
day nibble on a dog (straight up), but tried not to ask him to do any special carrying
or lifting, run around the corner on an errand, or what have you. If I ever did forget
and ask him, he always responded in the usual way. If there was customer around
at the time, it sure was embarrassing, but we got pretty good at hustling him out of
sight fast at the first rumblings. Now there's this pattern where whenever I do anything to make him hoark, the whole of my staff sets to jabbering: Askew on the
Christian work ethics, Rasta boy telling everybody not to worry 'cause "every little
thing gon to be all right," and Weinsap starts talking Management and Workers, apparently get~ me mixed up with big shots like Lee Iacocca. So I learned to keep it
zipped.
I was use to the way things were when, on Easter Sunday, I decided to drop by
the stand and count out the drawer, which I hadn't got around to doing the night
before. It was real nice out: the first warm spring day of the year. I'd just been to
services, like I do regular, twice a year no matter what, so I was feeling all full of
religion , reflecting on what a square deal it was for all of us that Jesus got to rise up
and come back from the grave and all. I didn't even mind the idea of having to go by
the store on a holiday when we was closed. In fact it was a real nice kind of spooky
feeling to slide my key in that back door off the alley, when the whole of the Mart
was deserted, everyone usually there being elsewheres, I in my Sunday best and
everywhere is quiet and clean and still. It's the special kind of feeling of being in a
place alway full of commotion and hard work, and being the only one around. It
was like the feeling of church continued. Then I come in for the shock of my life.
If you ever think there was a guy sure of being alone, it was me in that Easter
Sunday Merchandise Mart. So just you imagine how spooked I was when I got in
that door and stood for a minute looking over my place: the gleaming orange counters, sparkling floors, and shiny stainless steel fixtures, feeling all at peace with my
life's work, when I heard footsteps in the back area. It was the ound of omeone
coming down the stepladder that goes to the top of the walk-in fridge. See, our
paper products is kept on top of the walk-in, which stops about four feet short of
the high ceiling, leaving a long low space for storage. Someone'd been up top there
when I come in and was coming down now. The step that I heard heading my way
around the corner gave me a sinking feeling that I knew what was there. Sure
enough, here comes Melchert, pretty as you please, with his shirt buttoned all the
way up and paper hat in place, just like he's showing up for work.
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"Son;' I says carefully, "you know it's a holiday?" He nodded. "You know it's
Easter Sunday?" He nodded again but didn't trouble hisself to explain nothing.
''Ahem;' he said, and I seen he was rallying his troops, so to speak, and if I asked
him anything else (like for instance to please get the hell outa my hot dog stand),
he'd let loose with the usual racket. So I looked at him, quiet like, trying to figure
how to say it gentle enough so as not to offend his system. Like two jungle cats we
looked at each other in the half dark, myself wondering how to attack when I knew
he had his counter-attack at the ready.
Then I seen the toothbrush in his hand and felt worse. It looked like he'd been
living there. Remembering all the mornings I'd show up at work and he'd be already
there, I wondered how long it had been going on. "This here's commercial space,
Melchert. We ain't zoned for residential, so I know you can't be living here." I
watched him closely. He didn't even look uncomfortable: just bored, like he'd rather
if I'd just shut up. It's loony, I tell you. He made me feel like I should be sorry for
bugging him with my talk. "I'm sure you is realized your mistake now, you remember it's a holiday and there ain't nothing to do here. I understand, kid, it's a mistake
anyone can make. I'm just going over here to the register;' I moved slowly around
the counter, and he moved like my mirror, I swear, matching every step I took to
keep me always directly in front of him. "I'll just go over here and count out the
drawer, and I'm sure while I'm doing that you'll be getting your stuff together so's
you can go ho-" That was enough said. I didn't have to tell him outright or nothing
to give him reason enough to hoark. This one practically split my eardrums.
It was so quiet there before, it was like a bomb dropped in that dark old building full of polished floors and not a soul around. Even though I expected it, I was
shocked. I imagined it rumbling out, beyond the glass of my stand to the giant
echoey halls of the Mart, up to the top floor and out all the walls, rumbling over the
river like a foghorn blast.
I decided to ignore it, figuring the kid only had so much of the stuff in him.
Eventually he'd either bring it to the surface or have to stop from the strain. But
Lord, you thought he was good at condiments, he was a regular genius at holding
a hoark. I tried to act like nothing was up while I counted out the cash, dropped it
in the safe and recorded the numbers, but I sure couldn't wait to get away from that
sound and that face, pale as a frog's belly.
"Melchert," I says when I was done, "as soon as you got it out of your throat I
expect you to find your way home. You ain't supposed to be here. You go home and
have yourself a happy Easter. You got to get out of here, Melchert. I think you
should slide your key under the door when you go, O.K. ?" Which only made him go
at it more than ever. I didn't want to knock myself out hollering at him, so I got the
heck out of there. Truth is, it gave me the creeps.
That's when I decided to give him the boot. I mean sure, I felt bad for the guy
at first-and well beyond the limits for normal human decency if you ask me. But
the day a man is chased out of his own place of business by a $3.35 an hour hot dog
maker is the day he's got to take control of things. "You're the boss;' I says to myself
as I walked over the bridge, back out in the warm spring day. "So be the boss."
I knew he wasn't there by accident, and I knew he didn't have his hand in the
drawer neither. What give me the creeps about it is he was there as if it was the
most natural thing in the world. I made up my mind to give him a chance, try to
have some civilized human conversation, but if not-you know, if he refused as
usual . . . well, I'd tell him to take some time off.
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A FISH STORY
(or: THAT AIN'T NO FISH STORY, NO SIR)
Tamara Sellman

It was out at the fishin' cabin nearin' dusk that Saturday in ' 58 that Emmett got
an itchin' for catfishin'. After a few hands of rummy and a healthy swig of white
lightnin', the old buzzard plumb tood up and said, "C'mon, Willy boy, we gotta go
land us some cats tonight." And that was all it took for me to jump into my waders
and get the gear.
Before you know it, me and the old man was traipsin' off down the Missour'
side of the Missi sipp' lookin' by the light of the stars in the darklin' sky for some
good fish haunts. Emmett, he eyed that bank up and down ; I swear, he was the mo t
serious-faced man I ever did know, and especially when he was fishin'. But in that
eye of his I also saw a fearsome faraway look. That, with the way his grayin' hair
ruffled though there was no wind, should've told me that this particular night had
been jinxed.
Well, we waded through the marsh headin' for Old Muddy, lookin' for them
water moccasins to come writhin' between the reeds, but strangely, none did bother
us that night. 'Twas 'bout dusk or so when we finally settled on a nice bank with lots
of bushes, so them boys from the wildlife service couldn't come along and give us
hell for fishin' any way but the legal way, if you know what I mean.
Like usual, we set up our fishin' rigs. I noticed the moon was full by the way
our spinners and spoons and hooks twinkled so, even though we hadn't brung up
the lamp yet~ Emmett put the brown paper bag with the smokes and the hooch up
inside the crotch of a nearby oak to get into later, while I tied up the lines and
clamped lead shot onto our wires for weight. We baited up, first with the night
crawlers wigglin' from our Bob Bet Bait Boxes, then with pieces of Bea's famous
bread puddin', which wasn't much good for eatin', but great fish bait.
Once we done baited up the puddin', we cast our line and reeled the bait back
slowly towards us, hopin' to hook a dawdlin' cat or maybe a trout or perch. The first
cat came up ' bout midnight or so, which was later than u ual. In fact, we almost did
give up. Them damn fish usually get hungry 'bout nine or ten, you see. We drank
and smoked and listened to the hoot owls and the bayin' of a coon hound in the distance 'til, finally, the feedin' time come.
We was hit all at once. The first fish was mine. It nibbled on the puddin' and
started for the worm when I yanked him clean in. Usually I wait 'til the worm's
been juicin' in a cat's stomach before I give him a yank, but we was drinkin' some,
so this time I got carried away.
I caught ' bout twenty catfish that night, like they was wishin' it to be. Emmett,
he caught 'bout two dozen or so before he decided to go for the big game. After all,
these fish was only twenty, twenty-five inches. What Emmett was feverin' for was
them man-sized cats, the ones the city folks talk ' bout in the legends. Emmett and
I, we knew all ' bout them cats, since we wa just as much a part of them legends as
anythin' else. So we strung up our catch and packed our tackle, and I followed
whiles Emmett went lookin' to find a good bank for big cat .
Now, I wa only a beanpole nineteen-year-old boy then. I went with Emmett
to hunt the big cat , but I never did get clo e to doin' what he did.
Fishin' with hi hands, that is.
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I always held the lamp. That's why Emmett and I was such a good team. I'd do
the lightin' and he'd do the handfishin'. It was a mighty fine arrangement for both
of us, yessir.
I seen Emmett readin' the mud like a gypsy would from one particular bank all
night and I knew he was headin' there next. Boy, he knew that river; I daresay he
probably had more of that Mississipp' mire coursin' through his veins than true
man's blood. We set our packs down at the water's edge and I stoked the gas lantern
up, big and bright, so that when Emmett peered down into the milky mud he could
see them big cats rollin' in the mire right there under the bank.
All stony-faced, Emmett grabbed the nylon rope from the tackle bag and
knotted a good loop into the end, 'bout six inches 'cross. That particular loop, you
see, is the key to real handfishin' success. I swear he had it down to a science, Emmett did. I'll wager that if handfishin' was made legal, he'd win all the bacon in an
openin' day derby with that loop.
Anyhow, he tied the other .end of the rope 'round his waist real secure and all,
and then he waded out from a gravel bar yonder and away from the bank with the
loop in his left hand towards that place he liked to call Mark Twain's hole. Usually,
that was either the spot where the river come up to his chest, or 'bout eight feet out
from the bank. This particular mud hole was deeper than what I had a likin' for, and
I told Emmett so, but he just called me a pussy and asked me to stoke the lantern
so he could get a better gander at the bottom.
He finally come to a stop, there in the mud with his arms held out above the
water like he was a scarecrow that took a wrong turn and ended up in the river instead of the cornfield. And there he turned 'bout.
And damn if there weren't the biggest fish I ever seen, plumb right there in
front of Emmett!
Now, Emmett had a face that didn't show too much, and that's why he could
always win at poker. But at that very moment, the shinin' in his eye turned to
godforbidden fear. In all his fifty years, I don't expect he ever come upon a cat as
almighty big as the one he found that night. With quakin' hands, I fixed the lantern
to a great bright glow for him. It was all a skinny kid like me could do.
The bugger sat in the greasy mud, its spines playin' the bottom for grub. Some
brick-red mud puppies wallowed hither and high 'round it. Its spongy yeller lips
moved not a quiver while its gills breathed in the murky river water. It was sure to
be the ugliest cat I was ever to lay my eyes upon. Which was a good thing-old
Darby Conyers on Maple Street claimed that the best tastin' cat meat came from the
ugliest monster cats alive. But meaner than that cat's ugliness was its out'n'out size!
Now, yer thinkin', "Willy, things always do look bigger under water;' but I am tellin'
you, with an oath on my pappy's gravestone, that that catfish was surely six foot
long.
And length ain't the half of it-that fish was wide as a St. Lou-ee big-city bus!
And in its eyes glowed this dull meanness like it knew things-horrible thingsthat men could never know. Emmett was tall - six-foot and a half if I can reckon
an inch-and this water was up to his pits and I still don't know how he could have
handfished that night.
Now, handfishin' in Mississipp' mud ain't no easy thing to watch. Only the boy
in the water takin' the risk really knows for sure what all's goin' on. So I have to use
a little 'magination in explainin' just exactly what did happen.
There in the slough, I seen Emmett bend a bit and lower his right arm into the
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mud, scarcely breakin' the water, feelin' blind for the cat's big lips. He crouched
down, slowly, so that his head- at the ears- was all that remained above the water.
Real careful, he put his right hand under the cat's soft yeller jaw and gave the fish a
tickle 'til its mouth opened up wide. I seen bits of algae and weeds spew out of its
wide, flabby lips. Real sly, Emmett slid his left hand into that gapin' mouth, with
the looped end of the rope 'round his fingers. Emmett signaled with a nod of his
head, to let me know he was in, and came up with a noseful of water, which he
snorted out as quiet-like as possible.
With his left hand inside the cat's mouth, he tickled again there at the insides.
Somehow, they like that ticklin', right there on the rows of snaggleteeth and blueand-red guts. I just wish I knew the guy who discovered the ticklin' method. Fella's
got a lot of balls. I mean, you only get one chance. If them cats know you're tryin'
to string 'em up like that, they'd damn clean bite the top skin off your arm or pull
you into the mud tryin'. We're talkin' hunnerd pounders here, and that ain't no fish
story, no sir.
Emmett seemed to be there for a long enough time and I waited for his second
nod, keepin' the lamp stoked and bright all along. But that fish, either it was givin'
him a lot of trouble down there in the mud, or it was so big Emmett couldn't make
his next move, that bein' for the right gill. Ticklin' the cat's tongue all the while,
Emmett planned to slip that loop-end through the inside of the gill when it flapped
open. Then he'd take his right hand real slow 'round to that side, so as not to spook
that cat or get stung by its spines, and he'd grab the loop-end as it got pushed
through the gill. The trick here is to pull the left hand out before the cat's had time
to discover the rope in its mouth.
Many a·fish'man has gone home with his left arm skinned raw where some cat's
bit down. That German boy Bernard from school had bandages on his left arm time
and again from handfishin', and to this day I don't think the skin on his arm's grown
back all normal.
Well, like I was sayin', Emmett reached for the gill and found it like he always
did, and he pulled the loop-end through that gill, and he pulled back his left arm,
slow and sure . . . and then he stopped.
"What's the matter, Emmett?" I whispered, hoarse from smokin' Camels.
He was silent for a long enough time; indeed, all I did hear was Emmett's
wheezy tobacco-raw breathin'. Then he whispered back, "I got this damn fish on
my arm and she's playin' games. I dunno what all to do next."
Emmett had that rare look on his face-with fifty years of worry lines diggin'
deep into his forehead and all- and I suddenly felt scared, too, because I might
have to go down there, in the mud, and help him. Jesus, that cat looked too almighty
big for me to go wrestlin' with it. Call me chicken shit, but I wasn't ready for no
catfish trouble.
"Maybe if you tickle its belly a while more;' I croaked weakly.
"Keep that lamp steady kid. I'll fix this cat," was all Emmett said to that,
through gritted teeth, and in the bright lantern light, I spied him wrappin' the loopend 'round his right-hand wrist with care. He had to submerge hisself to the hairline
to do it, and now he was all underwater. So I got to fearin' that maybe he might get
drown'ded there, and that's when I got this idea.
I hung the lamp in a willow limb above me and went through the tackle bag 'til
I found another rope. I pulled it out and wrapped it 'round myself, cinchin' tight. If
I could tie on to old Emmett, surely we'd be too heavy a force for that goddamn cat
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to reckon with.
"Emmett." I whispered his name up and down, but all that came from him was
the bubbles on the surface that he was blowin' from his nose whiles he held his
breath underwater. Just when I thought he had drawn his last breath, Emmett come
up for air. Sputterin' and fussin', he took one look at the rope 'round my waist and
scowled.
''Aw, forget the rope, boy. What you 'fraid of-I might get drown'ded? Watch
old Emmett. He ain't no nineteen-year-old pussy willow like you, Willy boy;' he
puffed with effort. Sometimes he was real ornery bastard when he drank, but I was
damn glad he had more than a taste of moonshine on this particular night.
I began to untie the rope from 'round my waist, feelin' mighty foolish for tryin'
to help Emmett, when all of a sudden a fierce rush of bubbles and noise and splash
swallowed Emmett clean!
I couldn't believe my eyes! He just up and disappeared, like the catfish had
eaten him whole! I heard of cats eatin' fish'men live, way down in the Arkansas part
of the Mississipp', even down as far as N'awlins, but who would believe one of
them cats was up in these parts? The warm damp air of the evenin' didn't do nothin'
to ease the chill that went creepin' up and down my spine just then like a tomcat
racin' back and forth on a rickety fence. All I could do was take a breath and dive
into the mire, knowin' not what to do, but knowin' that I had to save Emmett's hide
somehow.
I got up to water neck-high when I felt the hustle and bustle of man and fish.
It clean knocked my off my feet, in fact. I lost balance and gulped a whole mouth
of the iron-tastin' mud, and to this day I cough up stuff that tastes the same, mark
my word. When I cleared the gunk out of my eyes and coughed the water out of my
windpipe, I saw Emmett's head pushin' out of the water, weavin' to and fro while
he struggled his way back ashore, and in his gray-green eyes was this look that reminded me of the way them razorbacks come squealin' and gruntin' out of the
woods when you happen upon them by mistake. Furious. Crazed. Bloodthirsty.
Wild like I never thought any man's gaze could be. Witless, I flailed and splashed 'til
I was at the bank and out of his way.
He was pullin' somethin', sure as hell, and I'll be damned if it wasn't that fat cat
on the rope stringer! I noticed Emmett's left arm was a mess up near the shoulder.
At first I thought his whole arm had been skinned raw. After I helped him lug the
cat ashore, I found out that most of the blood on his arm was from the cat. This was
one fearsome struggle, to be sure.
Emmett didn't say much to me 'bout it then or later. He was breathin' hard and
his eyes were shinin' like he had seen the devil and his brother. His upper arm had
several teeth marks on it where the cat tried to tear it off, and it bled a spell, but
Emmett was too preoccupied with lunkin' that cat to death with a piece of deadwood to take notice of it. We both lunked it and lunked it, but that cat wiggled
somethin' awful. And what a monster! The size of a man it was, and its yeller belly
was broader than fat Charlie Jenkins'. Once the cat was dead meat, we rolled it up
into some weeds and Emmett grabbed the 'shine and made me pour it all over his
wound. By golly, he screamed a spell, but not as much as any other man. That
Emmett, he was a fine, brave man, and he took his pain like aspirin.
As far as we could see by the wanin' lamp, the wound didn't break no bones. It
bled a bit but didn't seem too bad. Emmett even smiled at the thought that his Bea
might never notice it as long as he wore shirtsleeves 'til it was gone and healed.
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Why, Bea, she'd fright herself to an early grave if she knew what Emmett had been
up to that night, or all those other nights in the mud banks, fishin' with his hands
and all. Shit.
I carried the tackle back to the pickup in two trips. Emmett and I lugged the
fish back together, takin' a varmint trail in case the law was 'round. Emmett managed quite well carryin' his end, though blood spit out his wound if he used that
muscle too much.
We dressed the fish out back at the fishin' cabin shed. We were surprised that
such a big fish wasn't full o' babies. With a practiced wrist, Emmett sliced away,
carvin' out some real nice cat fillets. After throwin' the fatty yellow guts and veins
out into the bushes for the coons to eat, we wrapped all them fillets up in newspaper
and packed the whole mess in the freezer.
Emmett wrapped his wound in a couple of red bandanas and met me out on the
porch. I remember hearin' the radio in the kitchen playin' Charlie Parker loud and
wild- we must have left it on earlier in our fever to get to fish in'.
When Emmett passed away the followin' winter from emphysema, I sat by his
graveside and envisioned him sittin' on the cabin porch like he did that night, nursin'
his bandana-wrapped arm, lookin' at ine like he wanted to speak but couldn't, like
Jesus plumb stole away his tongue. Sittin' side by side on the porch steps, we started
a fresh jug of white lightnin' and smoked some more of them raunchy, ratty Camels.
Oh, the way Emmett looked just then-sort of satisfied, like he had just reaped a
record harvest out in the field. You know, real proud and smug and dignified. We
heard the loons cryin' over the water at five in the mornin', and we smelled the rich
scent of smoked jowl fryin' on the griddle next door, and the sky was full of fadin'
stars.
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FLORA'S BATH
Cris Burks Lewis

Rain. There was nothing as precious as rain to Annie Harper. A lush cloud, a
scarlet tanager, or glass by an ant hill meant rain. When her land grew so parched
that ever footstep caused a minor dust storm, she sniffed the air for moisture. And
when it came-soft fairy tears or long jabbing arrows-she tossed back her head,
bustled her skirt around her legs, danced and rejoiced in the wonder of rain.
However, after three days and nights of rain, Annie was restless. She stood in
the open doorway and stared across the farm. Every breath she took urged her to
move out of the house.
Behind Annie, Sam sat cross-legged upon his bed. Minnie leaned against him
and watched as he polished a cow horn with a stiff boar-bristled brush.
"See, it's jus' 'bout clean, except for these few ridges."
"Den can I have it?" Minnie asked.
"Where's de one I gave you last time?"
"I 'ont know;' she said.
"Always losin' thangs;' Flora said and spit a wad of snuff into the empty Clabber
Girl baking can next to her rocking chair.
There was a false atmosphere of calm. Each member of the family had seen the
pans of water boiling upon the stove in the kitchen. Each knew the house would
soon be a battleground.
Upon her arrival, Flora had tasted Wilma Jean's food and immediately took
control of the kitchen, which became a room of aroma and taste. On stepping
through the door one's stomach flew up to greet crispy fried chicken, hunks of hot
corn bread with syrup, or bubbling butter beans. Many times Flora tried to teach
Wilma Jean the fine art of cooking: how to make feather-light biscuits or to fry
chicken so it was crisp on the outside and juicy on the inside. But Wilma Jean's biscuits were like stones, her chicken like starch.
Flora's kitchen was always spotless and her hands a clean blushing pink. However, Flora fought against soap and water. Only when the odor from her body curled
around the house like smoke, when snuff and musk became an intricate part of the
furniture, when Minnie complained of headaches, when meals had a slightly rancid
taste and flies flickered around Flora's head, then and only then did Wilma Jean
mention bathing to Flora.
"Somebody sho' smell like a goat;' she would casually say, "yes sir, somebody
sho' do stank!"
On this night Flora's hair was matted to her head and covered with greasy lint
balls. Her dress was stained and so caked with dirt that she could scrape the dirt off
with her fingernails. A month had passed since her last bath and change of clothes.
Water splashing into the tin tub silenced Sam and Minnie. Minnie closed her
eyes and popped her thumb into her mouth. Sam dropped his head and vigorously
moved the brush around the hollow horn. Annie moved onto the porch as Wilma
Jean stepped into the doorway of the kitchen.
"Well, Cousin Flora;' Wilma Jean said, "guess 'tis time for your bath."
Flora tipped in another dip of Garrett's Sweet Snuff. She plugged the jar, set it
down by the spit can, and hummed and rocked harder in her chair.
"I done boil some water, and you can get a clean dress." Wilma Jean clenched
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her fist.
''Ain't dirty," Flora muttered.
"Now Cousin Flora," Wilma Jean's voice became sticky sweet, "doncha wanna
be clean and pretty?"
''Ain't dirty!"
"Flora, you gonna take a bath;' Wilma Jean said. Her small eyes became slits.
Sam's head bowed even lower until he saw nothing but his knees, hi hands, the
brush, and the horn. Annie had disappeared from view.
"I ain't dirty!"
"Ole woman, you smell lak a goat!" Wilma Jean's fingernail cut into the palm
of her hands.
''Ain't no goat!"
"Get up and take a bath."
"Tiss mah a s !" Flora lisped as she leaped up, rai ed her dress, and patted her
naked rump at Wilma Jean.
Wilma Jean stomped across the room, grabbed Flora's arm and yanked the
dress down.
"Turn me loose!" Flora said. "You can't tell me what to do. You's ju ' a chile.
You's ju ' a nappy-headed heifer. Turn me loose."
Wilma Jean dug her nails into Flora's arm. "You's gonna take a bath."
''Ain't!"
"C'mon Flora;' Wilma Jean pulled her.
Flora shoved her and Wilma Jean stumbled against Sam's bed. Minnie jumped
and clung to Sam's arm. The brush and horn lay forsaken between Sam's legs. His
hands were ~la ped a if in prayer. On a dry night, he would have taken Minnie for
a walk, but when it was cold or wet they had no choice but to sit through the ritual
of Flora's bath.
Wilma Jean grabbed Flora's hair, and Flora, who was tender-headed, had no
choice but to follow the tug into the kitchen.
"Tum me loose!" she screamed. Her usually soft voice grew strong and became
a scream. "Hell, mah papa wuz white," she cussed while a thick brown stream of
snuff ran down her chin, "Iii' bitch, tellin' me what to do."
Wilma Jean dropped the curtain over the doorway as they pa sed through.
"Take off dat filthy rag, Flora," she said as she released Flora's hair.
"I says ain't dirty;' Flora said.
''You's gonna take a bath, Flora, so take off that dress."
"I's grown, grown you hear. You's jus' a bossy little bitch! Hell, mah papa wuz
white. You can't tell me what to do."
"Take dat shit off now, Flora." Wilma Jean snatched the front of the dress; the
material weakened by wear and filth gave way. Flora slapped Wilma Jean's hands
as she ripped the fabric, and the dress fell in tatters at her feet.
The first time Wilma Jean had seen Flora's body she had been ashamed. Her
eyes had looked everywhere except at Flora' dilapidated breasts jiggling upon her
globular belly protruding over her sagging thighs. All was supported by her spiny
legs.
Now, Wilma Jean pushed and shoved until Flora fell face down in the tub and
would have cracked her head against the bottom if her bony arms had not broken
the fall.
Flora came up spurting and coughing. "Crazy heifer," she screamed, "you can't
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tell me what to do. Mah papa wuz white."
Wilma Jean kneeled by the tub and lathered the white rag with the Lifebuoy
soap. She attacked the dirt on Flora's face and neck. Dirt darkened the rag.
"See, Flora. See. Dirt!"
"Dat's me?" Flora asked, surprised.
Wilma Jean scrubbed the rag in the water and lathered it again. She ambushed
the dirt on Flora's shoulders and back. Meanwhile, Flora began the story about the
time the governor visited her papa at his mansion. Wilma Jean fought the dirt on
Flora's arms, legs, and ankles. Repeatedly she scrubbed the rag clean, lathered it
again and continued the battle until every inch of Flora except her vagina was clean,
and scum floated upon the water. Finally, Wilma Jean lathered the rag and handed
it to Flora.
"Wash between your legs;' she said and watched while Flora scrubbed her inner
thighs and vagina.
"Get out and dry off."
Flora washed the rag, handed it and the soap to Wilma Jean, and stepped out
of the tub.
"You got some of dat talcum powder?" She asked as Wilma Jean passed her a
dry, clean flour sack from the table.
"Yeah, I'll git you some."
Wilma Jean dragged the tub of water through the doorway a Flora patted her
skin dry. She left it before Sam's bed.
"Dump dis water out," she said as she grabbed one of Flora's dresses from a nail
by the kitchen door.
Sam rose from the bed and dragged the tub through the narrow passage of the
iron beds and out the door.

93

CURVES
Julie Vohs-Rocco
Two A.M. Sylvie Dawes lay on her bed, wide awake, listerung to her husband
snore.
Darkness choked the room like smoke, swallowing color and reducing objects
to shapes that stuck to the blackness like Velcro on felt. Her husband lay next to her,
a sleeping cylinder of contentment, and at their feet lay the dog, curled tight in a
ball, fouling the air with his bad breath. They looked so serene, comfortable, and at
peace, that Sylvie thought the darkness brought it to them-all that sleeping contentment. But to Sylvie, the dark brought nothing, nothing but wild dark impulses.
Impulses that surged where an ebb would have been eminently more practical.
Muh muh muh mar-reed. She was married. Alas, she didn't know why. It
didn't help. She had held the thought once that conjugal bliss and its attendant
pleasures would cure her insomnia, put her mind to re t, o to speak. She thought
that once she was secure, living within the womb of love, the monster of her past
would cease to stalk her rughts, would give up its wild snatching at any little thought
or thing that passed her mind, determined to pluck at her with those damned fingers
of yore, drawing old tunes out of her against her will, doodling lyrics as easily as
eating soup with a spoon. Spoon?
Ah shit, she thought, here we go again. She rolled to her side, disgusted, and
prepared for the onslaught.
Spoooooon. Spoon. One of those words, one of those thoughts. A mute point.
Words were· thoughts. Spooon. Spoon. A word, a thought. A lovely word, finished
with the tip of the tongue at the roof of the mouth. A delicate, mooth word, spoon.
But it was one of those words ...
Sam, her father, had had a thing about spoons, a long, long time ago.
It was a summer night, and she had just left a long, wet, ki s, full of intent, on
of some boy she'd been out with. She no longer even remembered his name.
lips
the
As she had turned, straightening out the tangle her dress had become, her father
appeared in front of her, a dark, heaving mass framed by the yellow bug light off
the porch.
"You've been spooning;' he had said, in a voice mixed three parts disgust, three
parts grief.
Spooning? Well, whatever he wanted to call it. Sex poking, the ultimate unspeakable act. She had looked him straight in the eye and simply answered, "Uhhuh-if that's what you want to call it," and given a smug little bow.
He might have been O.K. if it hadn't been for the bow. He hadn't liked that.
Turning over in her bed, she wondered what he did like. Now there wa a question.
Himself? Absolutely. An image of himself? If that were the ca e, he shouldn't have
had such a problem with her. After all, he had his face: long, elegant, white, and
smooth, she even had his exact owl eye , his dark che tnut hair, hi no e, even his
way of lifting the left side of her lip when he spoke. But alas! Along with that she'd
gotten her mother's curves, and for that he would not, could not forgive her. A
daughter of his looking like that? He knew what other men would think . . . he'd
been an "other man" too many times himself. Why, oh why hadn't she stayed small,
fat, repulsive? A blobby child without angle ? But he'd gone and committed the
ultimate in, she'd grown up and become a woman. A woman composed of slow,
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navigable, awful, thought-provoking curve . Horrors.
Certainly he had not meant to be so paranoid about her. It just came naturally
to him; Sam was simply a man who didn't trust curves in any context. "Can't see
around 'em," he'd tell her. To Sam, curves were nothing but sneaky, dangerous little
tricks designed to throw the unwary off course (witness if you will, the curve ball).
As a child, before she'd gone and blossomed and made a walking spectacle of herself, he would regularly admonish her- 'Sylvia;' he would tell her, usually while
pointing his middle finger (which never bent because once he'd smashed it with a
hammer), "get your story straight-stand straight-be straight-think straightStraight, girl! Like an arrow!"
An arrow? Hadn't he ever seen an arrow soar, defining as it went a perfect,
arching curve?
Ah shit, she thought, why, why, why did the men in her life never see past their
noses?
In the bed, next to her, her husband broke into a full-throttled snore and shifted
from his back to his side. His left arm maneuvered through the darkness, a snake,
slithering across the blankets in search of something warm to encircle and hang on
to. Oh just fine! she thought, now he wants to cuddle! That night, at dinner, he'd
told her to lose weight. He'd actually pushed her hand away from the French fries
that she had so lovingly salted and peppered to perfection.
"Haven't you had enough?" he had asked.
"Enough?" she'd questioned, feigning confusion, as though the word were foreign. But his meaning was written across his face. Even if it had been a foreign
word, she needed no interpreter. He meant she was fat, she was no longer appealing. She threw her blankets off and looked down at herself. The very nerve! So
what if she had gained a few pounds?! If she hadn't told him he would never have
noticed. Besides, who did he think he was? Tom Selleck? Hmmph. Well, she'd lose
something all right. She'd lose that hand before it found her curves.
She slapped his greedy fingers off her hip, the offending hip, her beautiful hip
that cuurrvved. In his sleep he gave a whining grunt, like an infant denied its tit.
Undaunted, his fingers continued to strive towards their objective, insistent upon
having something to hold. Each time she slapped them away they returned, apparently guided by his dreams and not by his eyes (which obviously were in need of a
doctor). Could he not see he was living with a Goddess? A beauty? A woman perfect? "Look at me!" she wanted to scream, "I am nothing less than Diana! Hey! Take
a look at these Currvvessssss !"
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THE SPERM
Scott M. Ferkovich
While standing in line at the employment agency, looking for work, I struck up
a conversation with a depressed-look ing giant sperm. Now you're probably asking
yourself what in the world a sperm looks like, and secondly, how I could have
possibly deduced that he was a sperm. Perhaps I should answer the latter question
first. As I caught a sideward glance of the employment questionnaire he had filled
out, I noticed that in the part where they ask you your ethnic background, he had
placed a check by the box marked "other;' and written "spermatozoon " in the blank
next to it.
He was taller than most sperm, about six feet. On the whole, he looked not
unlike a dolphin standing up. He had the same light blue skin of a dolphin, although
he lacked the beak-like nose, and his head was considerably larger, as if he had
elephantiasis of the skull. He perspired heavily in the heat, while a beer belly sagged
over his yellow and green Bermuda shorts. Underneath the shorts (which, by the
way, had only one, huge pantleg) was the lower, tubular half of his body. His entire
frame was supported by two small, but powerful, tail fins, which slapped the floor
as he waddled around on them. He was wearing a gray T-shirt that said "Milford
High Swim Team;' with a shiny blue fin sticking out of each sleeve, and a pack of
cigarettes protruding from underneath his shoulder (I guess it was his shoulder).
The T-shirt particularly caught my attention, since I myself had graduated from
Milford High. He needed a shave, and on his dorsal fin was a tattoo of a black
rose. I say he looked depressed, but that would actually be kind on my part. His
eyes lacked any color at all, while the lines on his face were a street map of freeways, turnpikes, and exit ramps, a grim reminder of all the long, weary roads
he must have travelled. He was obviously old beyond his years. And although
the sight of such a creature was highly irregular, I couldn't help questioning my
instinctive prejudices. Why do we naturally assume that the one-celled wonders
cannot have personalities, that they don't have their own lives outside the office?
He pulled the pack of cigarettes out and felt around in his Bermuda shorts
for a light. He couldn't find one.
"Hey friend, you got a match?" he asked me.
I gave him fire, then realized how long it's been since I've had a smoke.
"You think you can spare one of those?" I asked.
He shrugged and gave me that Why-Can't-Everybody-Ask-Such-Easy-Favors
look, and pulled out another short, white stick, handing it to me. I remember that
he was exceptionally adept with his fins, almost as if they were hands. The grace
with which he held the cigarette and the match in them was uncanny. The fact that
each fin had a little baby thumb made it much easier on him; I dare say he looked
just like a person lighting a cigarette with an oven mitt on.
"Shit, I was here all day yesterday, man," he said, puffs of cigarette smoke billowing out of his gills with each syllable spoken, "and I've been here since 9:00
this morning. They keep giving me all these forms to fill out. You think these
neurons would give a guy a break. But no," he said slowly, in a lower tone, staring
straight ahead at the wall with a wide-eyed, dreamy expression, "it's just
aroouund . . . and aroouund . . . . .. and aroouund . . . "
"Oh, really?" I said, lifting my eyebrows. I didn't know what else to say to this
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guy. I prayed to God he wasn't some loon who was going to go off on a nonsensical,
babbling tangent, while I would have to dutifully listen to him for our duration
in line.
We were silent for a few minutes. My eyes swept the lobby of the employment
agency. There were about six or seven people ahead of us in the slow-moving line.
The whitewashed cement walls, and the long, white fluorescent tubes on the low
ceiling lent the room an impersonal, sterile quality. The dirty floor was in a black
and white checkerboard pattern, and a potted rubber plant suffered slow death in
one corner for want of fresh air and natural light. A rank smell saturated the air,
like two-year-old Budweiser. Along one wall were people sitting at little desks, filling out their own individual employment questionnaires, looking for their own
individual work, their own individual hell. None of them appeared to be too
thrilled. One was a man of about fifty-five, wearing an orange hunting jacket. God
only knows what he was doing wearing something like that in eighty-degree
weather. He smoked a fat, smelly cigar, which glistened with saliva on the end.
When he came to one particularly tough question, he bit the nail on his left index
finger, looked at the exam as if it were some kind of death proclamation, and
mumbled to himself, "What the hell they gotta know that for?" There was another
man in a dirty Levi jacket and a Pennzoil cap who kept nodding off while he was
filling out the questionnaire. Looking in the corner, I was surprised to find a corporate-looking woman of about thirty. She was wearing a gray sportcoat with a
black skirt that made her look like she just got back from a hostile takeover. I
wondered what the hell she was doing there. Probably she was the one that got
taken over. A few people would look at the sperm with wonder. But, for the most
part, everyone was too depressed, too preoccupied with their present financial
woes, to regard the sperm with anything more than a double take.
I glanced back at the sperm, curious about his Milford High T-shirt.
"So;' I asked, casually pointing a finger at the shirt, "you went to Milford?"
He broke out of his reverie with the wall and looked down at the shirt as if
noticing it for the first time.
"Yeah;' he said, assuming his former tone, "graduated from there in '63."
"Hmmm;' I murmured, for no apparent reason. The sperm was making me
nervous. I raised the cigarette, took a puff, then let the thing dangle between my
lips, hoping that this would lend me a hardy, just-one-of-the-guys type of look.
"Yes . . . hmmm . . . I dare say it's a small world." I felt this sounded altogether too
pedantic and dull, and judging from the way the sperm suspiciously narrowed his
eyes at me, he was of the same opinion. "You see;' I continued, "I graduated from
there myself, in '65."
The sperm stepped back in alarm, as if I had told him I carried a contagious
disease. "Naaaw;' he drawled, "you went to Milford? That's too weird, man.
What's your name?"
"I'm Richard Revera;' I said.
"Bucky Loomis," he said, extending his left fin. I quickly deduced that he
wanted me to shake it, so I did. It was slick, like shaking an old vinyl car mat.
"Well, this certainly is a trip;' he said, eyeing me for a few seconds, scrutinizing
me. He was obviously trying to remember my face.
I felt I needed to say something. "Your name doesn't ring much of a bell."
"Well I, you know, I kept a low profile. Plus my family moved around a lot."
He spoke with a very flowing voice. It was a man's voice, real deep and every-
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thing, but the way it rolled off his tongue was almost beautiful. He should have
been a nighttime D.J. I could just see him spinning Neil Diamond and Barbara
Streisand at some adult contemporary station, while calmly wooing the female listeners, telling them not to worry, the Sperm is with them tonight. His voice had
that throaty hint of too much coffee and too many cigars at too early an age.
"I'll tell you one thing," said the sperm. "I can't stand coming to this place.
You ever been here before?"
"No;' I replied.
"Well, you're lucky. Usually the most they can give you is these little factory
jobs. Now see, when / fill out the forms:' he said, slapping the questionnaire he
held in his left fin with the backside of his right, "I tell them I want ' light work.' I
end up stuffing lug nuts into little plastic bags for $8.50 an hour."
"I can live with that;' I said. But deep down, I knew I was kidding myself. This
was the first time in my life that I could seriously be counted among the ranks of
the unemployed. I pondered the soft job I had had as a toy store clerk. There are
few things more pleasing, more reminiscent of childhood innocence, than the
fresh pla tic smell which permeates all toy stores. Unfortunately, the business
wa forced to shut down due to a high overhead, and the building has since been
turned into a greasy gyro stand. Meanwhile Naomi, my wife, was getting impatient. She would throw open the cupboard door, making a sweeping gesture with
her arm at the diminishing contents. Things were definitely taking a turn for the
worse. "Get a job," she would yell, flipping each bill onto the kitchen table with
the swiftness of a blackjack dealer, while I sat gloomily pooning Cap'n Crunch
out of a styr9foam bowl, "or I'll have to work behind the bar again."
The perm' tail fins made a slapping sound on the floor a we moved up in
line. I noticed that he limped a bit, favoring his left tail fin. Other than that, he
looked pretty trong, like he was in pretty good hape.
"That looks like a bad limp you got there:' I said, trying to act casual. "Just a
twist or something?"
He suddenly grimaced, as if my mentioning the limp had reminded him of a
certain pain that went along with it. ''Ah, no. I picked that up in Nam. I wa in the
Navy for about two years, you know." He pulled out hi wallet, and showed me his
V.A. card. I didn't know quite how to react. Never having been in any type of war,
I wasn't sure what kind of reaction he was looking for. I just stared at it for a while,
expressionless.
"That's too bad. Then how come you're here in this line? Shouldn't you be getting some disability compensation or something?"
"Well, no. I mean it doesn't affect me once I'm in the water. I can still swim all
right. It's walking that's kinda tough. But the government figures that since my job
don't require no walkin', I ain't gonna get no compensation." He spoke the latter
sentence in a sheepish, defeated tone, as if it were the story of his life.
I nodded in feigned brotherly sympathy. I certainly didn't want to start prying
into his personal life. But I couldn't help wondering why he wa n't out making a
living the way God had meant him to. I didn't have to a k, though. He started talking about it on his own.
"No, man, I haven't worked an insemination for a long time. Not since I did
freelance work for the American Breeder Service in DeForest, Wisconsin. I did
thi gig in Vegas for a while, and some odd hit here and there. That wa almost a
year ago. Mostly just different cities, different job ." He paused a while, pondering
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something. After taking a puff on the cigarette, he reached down and snuffed it
out in the white sand of the ashtray. His face assumed a tired, listless expression.
"It's been tough for us lately, with AIDS and everything. I know a few guys in the
union who have been taking classes at the community college, trying to get some
other work skills. People are into this safe sex all the time, so working an insemination can be a big risk. It's a goddamn kamikaze mission. Not like in the Sixties,
man, when it was all free love everywhere you went. Fuckin' Woodstock," he
chuckled, shaking his head and staring at the floor, "those were exciting days."
Then, leaning his head closer to mine, his eyes covertly sweeping the room in suspicion, he said in a hushed tone, "Plus I got kicked out of the union."
I acted surprised. "How come?" Exactly what "union" he was referring to was
beyond me.
"Welll;' he groaned, and I could tell I was going to get his version of it. "I'd
been showing up late for work every night. They said I was drinkin' on the job.
But actually I was holding down about five gigs a day. I had a morning gig with
this one bohemian couple over on the east side. Then during the day I'd hang
around the back of one of the high schools or maybe in the peep shows down at
the porn shop. You can usually pick up some work there. Then I had two night jobs.
That's always a bitch because if the first couple runs late, you gotta haul your ass
outta there real quick and catch the last gig. And these were on opposite sides of
town, too." He shrugged his shoulders. "But hey;' he added, "it's a job, ya know?"
I listened, but he was basically talking over my head. I had no idea how a
sperm worked, or what its job requirements were. I'd always thought they were
just little micro-organisms, that they just died if they didn't find the egg, or something like that.
He let out a deep breath, and I could sense a speech coming. "Shit, I used to
know all the people at the top;' he said. "If you know the right people, you can get
all the best inseminations. I'd scratch their back, they'd scratch mine."
I had no idea who the "right people" were. For lack of any sufficient response
to what he had been saying, I blurted out the first thing that popped into my head:
"So . . . I . . . should request 'light work'?"
He looked at me, trying to figure out exactly what I was talking about. "Oh,
yeah. Oh, hell yes. You can't lose if you do it that way."
Since it was his turn in line now, he handed his form to an old woman behind
the counter. She had shiny blue hair that looked like it just fell out of a Christmas
tree or something. Her cat's-eye glasses were crooked on her nose, giving her a
confused appearance. On her desk she had a group photo of her young grandchildren. They had ecstatic looks on their faces, as if they had just finished off a couple
birthday cakes. After quickly glancing over his form, she started jotting down some
notes in the section marked, "For Office Use Only." The sperm just looked at her
with a bored, expressionless face, as if this were old hat for him. Then, without
looking up, the woman handed him some additional forms, and, pointing to the
rows of chairs, mumbled, "Fill these out over there. Next!"
He took the forms and turned around, giving me a little grin.
"She's all yours, man;' he said.
I grinned back, showing too many teeth, and stepped up to the counter. The
lady gave me an insurance policy and some various papers to read over and sign,
which I did. The sperm must have lost patience and gone home; when I turned
away from the counter, he was nowhere to be seen.
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*** *** ***
Through the help of the employment service, I was able to land a job in a
ballpoint pen factory. I'm one of the guys who sit there and click all the clickers
on the ends of thousands of ballpoint pens, to make sure they click right. It pays
me $7.25 an hour.
Oh, yes, one more thing. About a week ago me and Naomi were passing by
the greasy gyro stand which I spoke of, and decided to stop in for a bite. Naomi
took a seat near the front of the restaurant, while I went to the counter and ordered
two gyro platters. Holding my wallet open, ready to fork over the money, I fortuitously glanced into the back kitchen. And who should be standing there but none
other than the sperm himself, dressed in a soiled white apron , sweat dripping
down his forehead. " PICK-UP!" he yelled, violently dolloping a spoonful of white
goop onto a gyro. He snarled towards the open door of the walk-in cooler. " WE
NEED SOME MORE ONIONS BACK HERE! TODAY! " Then, brandishing a
knife about two feet long, he went to slicing at the spitted shank of gyro meat. I
nearly dropped my wallet at the sight of him. There was such conviction, such a
sense of purpose in his robust movements. One would have felt he had found his
true calling.
I paid the money, then walked back to Naomi 's table, carrying the gyros. I
could still hear shouts of " WHERE'S THOSE ONIONS ? !" coming from the
kitchen. As I sunk my teeth into the leathery brown meat, I couldn't help thinking
about the sperm. Ever since that fateful day when I ran into Mr. Loomi s at the
employment agency, an uneasiness has been pervading my character, much like
the uneasiness experienced by people who feel they are being observed, that their
lives are being directed by unknown forces. This uneasiness is never more present
than during sex, and, unfortunately, Naomi has picked up on it. Whenever we are
in bed, I can't help picturing the giant beer-bellied sperm with Bermuda shorts. It
is like the recurring images of a weird, twisted dream. I have never told Naomi the
story of the sperm, and I'm not quite sure why.
She wiped her mouth with a napkin and looked quizzically at me. She could
tell that I was preoccupied, that there was an inexplicable cloud hanging over
my head.
"What's wrong, sugarfoot?" She asked. "Something you want to talk about?"
I tried to toss her a carefree look. "Oh, it's nothing, butterwings, nothing at
all . .. "
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KEEPER OF THE BOOKS
Wanda Welch

Rosa sat at the large table, fingering the lace tablecloth spread over the wooden
table. She listened to her sister, Mary, as she finished preparing dinner in the next
room. "Yes, Sunday is made just for greens;' she said to herself, then called out,
"Bring me a little cornbread and some greens, will you, Mary?" She heard her sister
sigh impatiently. Rosa knew that Mary hated to be interrupted when she was cooking, but soon Mary was on her way with two small saucers, shuffling through the
door from the kitchen into the dining room. She set the saucer before Rosa and
the other before the chair in which she always sat.
Rosa started to eat right away, planning to pay no mind to Mary, who leaned
across the table to Rosa and said, "You do this every time, woman. I just want to
know why." When Rosa continued to eat, Mary shrunk back into her seat and, like
her sister, began to eat with her hands. Pinching a piece of cornbread and then
some of the greens, and only when she'd made sure she had enough of both, she
put the food in her mouth and slowly, quietly ate. They never used any utensils,
because to them greens and cornbread never tasted as good as when they ate it
with their hands. When they finished eating in silence, they both pushed their
saucers away from them towards the middle of the table, then pushed themselves
away from the table, slid down in their chairs and leaned back.
They said nothing. They leaned back licking and sucking the food from their
teeth. Every Sunday afternoon after church, Rosa came over to Mary's house, and
Mary cooked dinner-always greens, cornbread, sweet potatoes, chicken, and some
kind of cake, and then they would talk and eat and talk and eat some more until
they heard Rosa's husband blowing his car horn, and they would both say their
good-byes, until they saw each other again, usually the next day. Now, instead of
talking as Rosa wished to do and Mary did not want to do, they just picked a spot
within the room and eyed it, until Rosa sniffed her regular asthmatic sniffle that
she had been born with and had carried with her all her seventy years. Then she
began, "Now, Mary, you know why I came over here. Not just to eat-we got to
talk, sister.
Mary did not say a word. She just sat upright and swung her upper body away
from the table as if she was about to get up, then twisted her mouth into a frown
and sighed. Rosa continued, "I'm seventy, and you, you hittin' eighty yourself, now.
And we too old to be trying to take care of them books, we gotta find somebody
to care for them. I ain't gon live forever, you know.
Mary turned her round, fat face to her mirror image and asked in a low voice,
in a way almost challenging Rosa, "You going somewhere, sister?"
"We all going, Mary. I ain't, not so soon, as far as I know. Still, Mary, we got
things we got to do, and if we don't do them here and now while we can, while we
able to, today, tomorrow anything can happen. Yesterday is gone and tomorrow is
not promised. You know that." Rosa rocked herself until she settled comfortably
into the back of the chair.
There she goes again, Mary thought, and then said, "Holdin' church in my
house! Don't be preachin' to me!"
"Mary!" Rosa pointed a round, fat, long-nailed finger at her, making her quiet
down, then said softly, "You wrong, and you know it."
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Mary sat, arms folded stubbornly as Rosa said, "You know Lewis don't know
nothing about them books, and if anything was to happen to me, he'd just as soon
throw them out, if he don't burn them. He just don't know."
Mary stood and cleared away the dishes. Just before walking out of the room,
she stopped and said what had been on her mind all along, but still it surprised
her, because she had not planned on saying it: "Well, maybe we should burn
those books."
Rosa, who was always a very patient woman, slammed her hand down on the
table. She had known that sooner or later it would come to this by the way Mary
would dance around the subject every time she mentioned the books. The booksa family treasure that held their whole family history in it, rich in tradition and
New Orleans history-and Mary wanted to burn them. Four old dirtied leatherbound books that didn't just hold in them the family history of who married who
and when this and that person was born, but held-on pages so old that they
crumbled to the touch, in leather that was turning to dust-held in them power
and magic, all written down, bound, and placed in Rosa's cold dark attic to make
them keep for just a little while longer. They had been there ever since their cousin,
Louella, who had them last, became sick and gave them to Rosa when she didn't
know if she'd make it. She'd gotten better, but she didn't ask for the books, and
Rosa didn't offer to give them back.
They were precious, handed down from one Butler to the next Butler. Precious
enough to cause a family to split up over them, they were, and if their great, great,
great grandmother Viola could have heard the words coming out of Mary's mouth,
there was no telling what she would have done. To Viola, those books had meant
everything in the world, enough for her to steal them from her family and make
sure they were well kept and passed along to someone worthy enough to keep and
care for them. Now all these years later Mary wanted to burn them.
"I knew this would happen," Rosa said, not caring if Mary heard as she
walked back into the room.
Mary didn't sit down but stood and leaned on the back of the chair. "Rosa,
Baby Ruth said that nowadays voodoo is dead. If it ever was alive, then how come
all the time them slaves were being held, and wives were being raped, and mothers
having to lose their little babies, how come they didn't use it then? You tell me."
Rosa could see their younger sister Baby Ru th, drunk after so many beers,
asking, "So why didn't it help those slaves, why? Why don't it help me? I done lost
four people in my life. Why? What ain't it helped me?" She could hear the whole
tirade of how much bad luck Baby Ruth thought she'd had in her life, word for
word. ''About how many beers did she have when she said that, Mary?" she asked
to make her point.
Mary sat down, beaten. She never had a chance. Rosa could have been the
best lawyer ever, because she could argue a case like nobody's business. "Mary, I
was thinking that maybe we could give the books to somebody young, like one of
our children. Louella, she made a big mistake giving them to us. We-we're too
old to begin with. Now I know the reason why you want to burn 'em is because,
for reasons of your own, you don't want your children to keep them. But we too
old, and everybody else is, too. It's got to be someone young, who'll keep them for
a long time." Mary didn't say anything. "Now Williemae, her kids, half of them in
jail for drugs and the other half are on drugs."
"Seven children and not a good one in the bunch?" Mary asked, surprised.
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Rosa shook her head, "Not a good one in the bunch."
"What about Pee-wee?"
"In jail. When she get out, she'll be done learned her lesson. That's whenever
she get out."
"Well," Mary said, thinking about her children, "Rob-Roy, he too gullible, and
strapped for money. Besides he ain't too bright and he be done sold them as fast as
you give them to him. Tommy, he'll steal the sweetin' out of gingerbread, Mama
Riggs tol' me that he's a no 'count man, and that I should let him go, so he can grow.
She said the only thing keeping him out of jail to stay is Aunt Miss's and Grandma
Sara's spirits. Michael, now he always was good at reading the Bible, and if he
didn't take after his father so much he might have been a preacher, but he into a lot
of things in Las Vegas, I don't know. Ain't much difference in my children than
Willie's 'cept mine stay out of jail and hers don't."
"I kind of like them to stay in the community;' Rosa said. "That's why my children won't do. Vellie, she a business woman, she lives on a plane, and Tony he'll
be a military man until he die, and Bobbie, he rocking the same boat as Rob-Roy.
He can barely hold down a job these days. What about Jericho and Nettie and
Nora?" she asked, knowing that for some reason Mary meant to skip over her
daughters. "We done went through everybody that's young 'cept them three."
Mary wanted to say, "No, not my girls." She always wanted her daughters to
have things different than she had growing up, and she'd accomplished that. She
sent them to good schools, and they were always well dressed and kept, and even
though Jericho disappointed her by having two babies out of wedlock, sort of
creeping up the back stairs to follow in her mother's footsteps, Jericho still had it
better than Mary; she was well educated and worked a good job and kept her children well. Nettie and Nora were still young, but were going to do good; if they
didn't have this in their way, they would lead good lives. Her daughters were her
pride and joy.
"Jericho got two babies, and she ain't been right since the second one. She
don't need this," Mary lied. If she could save one, Jericho would be the one. Now
which of the other two? If only she could save all three. It was like watching them
all drown and only being able to save two.
"I think it's between Nettie and Nora." Rosa spoke up, almost as if she read
Mary's mind.
"No;' Mary thought to herself as Rosa continued, "there's got to be a way to
pick one."
Mary said, uninterested and as dryly as she could, "I don't know. How?"
"A test, maybe. To see which one would want to keep them."
"What if they both fail?" Mary asked, liking the thought.
"I don't think they'll both fail. Someone will pass it. We just got to figure out
what the test will be."
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DENISE KNOWS BOYS
Rob Macdonald

My hands were plunged deep in the frothy sink. Though I couldn't ee them, I
knew they were there-bristly Brillo pad threads stabbed under every fingernail. I
pulled the hot-dog grate from the water, inspected it, and submerged it again. No
amount of scrubbing could dislodge the clots of burned pig flesh on the grate. Yet
on I scrubbed. It wa my purpose. To clean what can't be cleaned.
Except for the dusty shaft of light stretching out from the front room, where
Denise was sweeping, the corn-dog shop was dark. Outside the window, a lamppost
dropped a thirty-foot-tall cone of light-filtered through a tree-onto the deserted
patio. The tables inside the cone were blackish-orange. The bushes were blackishgreen. Leaf shadows crept around like slugs.
Once more I sloshed the hot-dog grate through the foam and set it in the drying
rack. I turned off the sink. Now I could hear -the teady electric hum of crickets
outside, the rustling of baked leaves. Somewhere a styrofoam cup began to roll,
and stopped.
Deni e came through the door with an armload of sticky items-pla tic cups,
nozzles and fittings from the cola dispenser, metal bit from the coffee machine.
She fumbled her load a little coming through the door, but she didn't drop anything.
"Blue Eyes;' she cooed. "Oh, Blue Eyes!"
I grunted. She was a piece of beef, smiling up at me. Her eyes were half eclipsed
by the twin ·softball cheeks on either side of her thick nose. Her kips were heavy;
they sat on each other. Below them began the mound of mashed po ta toe - some
chins, some boobs, a stomach-.that continued all the way down to her work-issue
crepe-soled shoes.
Deni e dropped her burdens into my sink. The water sloshed out at her; she
shrieked. Then, seeing that the water had missed her and soaked me, she hrieked
again.
"Oh, God," she roared. "It looks like you peed in your pant . Let me get you

a ... "
She plucked a towel off the sink and turned on me with it. I grabbed it out of
her hand.
"No, you don't;' I said. I tossed the towel high onto the top shelf, well out of
Denise's reach. My lap was wet, but let it be wet. Nobody touches my delicate
area but me. And then, only in private.
"You're weird;' said Denise, leaning over the corner of the sink, mooning into
my face. "I know boys. I have four brothers, you know. Three older and one
younger. Carl, Steve and Jason - those are the older ones- they used to hold me
down and fart in my face. It was disgusting. They made me smell their greasy old
farts. I know boys."
"Not all boys fart in girls' face , you know," I said.
"I know that," said Denise. Moving her shoulder inward, he was able to force
two roll of pasty blubber and a crack of cleavage up past the unbutton of her
shirt. "I'm sure! Timmy would never fart in anyone's face. He'd probably never
even fart, if he didn't have to. That's my younger brother. Timmy. He' so cute.
He's only six. Sometimes I take a bath with him and I let him uck my nipples."
"What?"
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"Oh, don't get all horny, now. / know. After your mother stops letting you have
her nipples, you spend the rest of your life trying to get them back. You fantasize
about sucking nipples. Any woman's nipples-your mother's, your girlfriend's, your
sister's. Even your own nipples. If your neck was double-jointed, you'd never leave
your bedroom."
I put my hands back in the sink and found a cup. "One things I can say about
you, Denise," I said, "you know boys."
"Of course I know boys. I know the sex drive. I know because boys know I'm
sexy. Timmy knows I'm sexy. He's my little man. Last night, I was taking a bath
with him, and I was washing him with a soapy rag, and he was giggling and giggling, and his little dinky got hard. It was only about this long, only as big as my
pinky. I kept-you know-rubbing him, and he stopped giggling. He leaned over
and hugged me and started sucking my nipples. And when he leaned over, I pulled
him and his little bum slid across the bottom of the bathtub, and I leaned back a
little and opened my legs, and his stiff little dinky slid right up into me. No bigger
than a juicy little pinky dinky. I rocked him back and forth, like this, back and
forth. He was sucking on my nipples. Tonight I might suck on him."
Deep under sinkwater, my palms were sweating. I swallowed, then swallowed
again. "Denise;' I said, and swallowed a third time, "I hate your stories. You have a
sickness."
"Look at you! " she cried. She grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me away
from the sink. "Your dinky is hard!"
"It is not!" I said, and, struggling with her grasp, realized I was a liar. My dinky
was a fool! "Get away from me!"
"It's hard!" she said. "I see it right ... "-she reached down and gripped me
- " ... here! Now be a good boy. Let me dry you off."
She started rubbing, outside my pants, rubbing, rubbing. My pants came down;
her pants came down. I stopped struggling. "Darn it you, Denise;' I said, and we
toppled to the floor. I landed on her beanbag flesh, and bounced. Then, I'm sorry
to say, I bounced some more. She inserted me. I remember a slurging, bathwater
sound.
It was over in overtime. I lost my rigidity. But I didn't suck her nipples. I didn't
suck her nipples. As I pulled myself off her pale, bloated belly, she leered up at me.
"I know boys," she said.
"I've got to do those dishes;' I said, and pulled up my pants.
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THE CUT
Adam Langer
We both wanted to go home badly. It was January, about nine at night and the
wind chill was twenty below. Renaldo's had five people inside: the manager, one
cook, one dishwasher and two waiters. Todd and I had been there since 3:30 and
had yet to wait on a single customer. Burt, the manager, came up from the office,
saw both his waiters sitting dejectedly on the stairs, and told us to cut down to one.
One of us could leave.
"Let's pick straws," I said.
"Fuck that, I need more control over my destiny. Thi s is too important for
picking fucking straws. Let's arm wrestle."
No way. Todd outweighed me by a hundred pounds, and he was always bragging about his exploits with pumping iron. I refused to be suckered. We were sitting
at the bar, one seat apart, silently pondering the best way to cut. I gazed down the
long corridor that led to the kitchen at one end and to the doors leading to Clark
Street at the other end. Then I looked directly behind me at the stairs that go up
into the dining room. On the first stair on the right side, there were eight tall wine
buckets, all sweating water on the outside. The bucket are metal, about ten inches
deep, and hold plenty of ice. I left my stool and walked over. Some of the ice had
melted, enabling me to plunge my hand in and touch the bottom. The water was so
cold that I immediately yanked my arm out and wiped it on a bar towel that was
hanging off-the side of the bucket. From the first tair I could look into the empty,
depressing dining room. I had to leave first.
"Todd, come here. This is what we are going to do. On the count of three we
both stick one arm in the ice water up to the elbow. The first one to pull out stays
until midnight and does all the side work. The winner leaves immediately.
Todd nodded, wiped his nose, scratched his cheek and sneezed.
Past the long bar and just outside the locked double glass doors that led to the
cafe, I could hear the icy wind pick up and scrape leaves again t the concrete floor.
The streets were quiet and abandoned.
I took a deep breath. "Ready?"
"Fuck yes;' Todd said.
"One two three-PLUNGE! "
We both dunked one arm into the bucket and stared at each other. Todd's eyes
were opened wide, forming bulging lines of bunched-up skin on his forehead.
Thirty seconds passed, and massive agony crawled from my hand to my wrist and
slowly moved upwards. Todd's face started to contort, and little grunts escaped
from his mouth. I looked into the bucket. At first all I could see were three corkscrews bobbing on the surface. But further down, under the murky, gray water,
my hand was clearly visible. It was bright, glowing red, and the knuckles had
swelled considerably.
Ceito, the cook, came out of the kitchen and was turning into the men's room
when he noticed us. Todd was pulling his hair.
"What the fuck are you doing?" I asked.
"When I pull my hair, my hand doesn't hurt as much."
"But doe n't your hair hurt instead?"
"Shut the fuck up."
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Todd started to moan slowly. Burt was on the phone downstairs in the office,
and I could hear him laughing. Ceito stood at the bathroom door and stared blankly.
He scratched his forehead in confusion; he kept starting to talk and then stopped.
I could feel my tolerance dwindling. I fantasized that if I pulled out my hand before
Todd, my mother would simultaneously die. I pictured her gasping, turning blue,
as Todd choked her throat.
"It's reeeeeeel cold, Todd. Isn't it reeeeeeeeeel cooooold?"
"Shut the fuck up, man."
Todd took his free hand and started to slap the left side of his face. The cheek
areas was covered with red finger marks when he had finished.
I muttered to myself. "My mom will die. My mom will die. They will slowly
rip her limbs off and make her eat her own flesh."
Another two minutes went by, and then Todd yelled. He just fucking yelled
real loudly. Burt pounded up the stairs from the office, burst through the door and
looked wildly from side to side. "What the fuck are you guys doing?"
The red streak going up my arm had stopped at the elbow. Todd spoke with
his teeth clenched. "We are having a contest to see who gets to leave."
"Stop it! What if a customer comes in?" Burt countered.
Todd's voice trembled. "There hasn't been a single slob in here all fucking
night."
"I don't care. It looks bad. Out, let's go, now!"
"Fuck off, man."
Todd knew he could tell Burt to fuck off. Renaldo's is very liberal. You can say
anything to anyone, especially in the winter when they have trouble hiring. Burt
went back downstairs, shaking his head from side to side and mumbling. Todd
kicked the wall simultaneously as the office door slammed. Ceito led Fernando
down the corridor so he could get a look at us. The phone on the bar started to
ring. Todd picked up a wine towel, ducked it in another bucket, and threw it at the
phone. He missed but knocked over two beer glasses which shattered behind the
bar. Then he dunked another towel and whipped it at the two Mexicans who were
standing about ten feet away gawking. They went back to the kitchen.
It had been maybe ten minutes and my hand was numb. I started thinking less
about Mom, rationalizing that she was kind of old anyway. I switched to my sister.
If my hand comes out first, she gets gang-raped by six prison escapees before a
couple of pit bulls come over and chew off her face. I pictured each dog gripping
an ear in its teeth and playing wishbone.
''Awww fuck it." Todd pulled his hand up and ran to the bathroom. I kept my
hand in the ice water. It wasn't that bad knowing I could take it out when I felt like
it. I looked at the exits leading to Clark Street and started to laugh. I stopped
laughing when a wet towel slammed into the side of my face.

107

EMMA
Serafina Chamberlin
Connie's face was shrouded by smoke from her cigarette as she watched Emma
cross the room to the table to get more dishes. Connie stepped in front of her, and
Emma dropped her head to stare at her mother's slippered feet and her own bare
ones. After a few moments, Connie snorted an imitation of a laugh and stepped
aside.
"I think you had better tell your doctor what a lazy bitch you are around here."
Emma stood with her back towards Connie, stacking dishes with exquisite
care, hoping her mother would leave before she had to go to the sink again. "What
I tell my doctor is none of your damn business," she said quietly, but felt a hot red
flush creep over her breasts and up to her scalp. I won't do it tonight, I will not get
sucked into this again, I will not get sucked in, played in Emma's mind like a mantra. She knew that if she stayed as neutral as was possible and didn't let Connie see
anything on her face that could be termed "sullen" or hear any note in her voice
that could be deemed " hostile;' she could avoid getting hit, and perhaps escape the
blame for starting tonight's fight.
Connie jammed her cigarette out in the remains of the salad in a bowl on the
stove, and buried her left hand among the debris in her pocket. Her hand slowly
closed into a fi st as she took another sip of coffee and leaned towards her daughter,
resisting the urge to spin Emma around and slap the sullen sneer off her face.
Instead, Connie hunched her shoulders forward and thrust out her head, straining
her neck with the effort to will Emma into giving her an excuse to hit her. "Yeah,
sure. I know you tell him lies about me, about what goes on around this house. I'll
bet you don't tell him how you never lift a finger, how you treat your own mother
like shit! " Connie was shrieking, her coffee sloshing out of the mug and running
over her hand. She jolted from the scalding liquid and set the mug down firmly on
the stove before she continued.
Emma was staring out the window again, listening to the sprinkler still going,
and she wondered how many hours it had been on. The backyard was probably
turning into a swamp for the third time this week.
"Emmie, look at me when I'm talking to you! " Emma turned slowly, leaning
against the round rim of the kitchen table. Behind her mother the kitchen stretched
and narrowed into the butler's pantry and out into the dimness of the living room.
Once there had been vines of autumn-colored leaves wallpapering the dining room
walls, and Emma drifted in their memory for a moment, feeling five years old, and
peaceful. Then Connie suddenly moved towards her, and Emma caught the rage
in her eyes and slid away, backing up against the wall in between the window and
the back door. Connie followed her until she was standing inches away. Emma
pressed her back into the wall, feeling the coolness still trapped in the bricks on
her sweaty skin. With a jolt she realized that sometime recently she had gotten
taller than her mother, but Connie's florid face and glinting gray eyes still intimidated her.
"So, you have nothing to say now? None of your sarcastic smart-ass remarks?"
Connie grabbed Emma's arm cruelly. "You're a goddamn little ingrate bitch, you
know that;' she hissed, and Emma's chin shot upward defiantly.
"Let go of my arm, Mom! " Anger was overwhelming Emma's fear, but she
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still felt entrapped. The back door led nowhere, only to a porch without stairs.
Connie shoved her face up towards Emma's until they were almost kissing. Emma
could smell the gin and shoved her mother firmly away. Connie's fingers dug into
the flesh of Emma's arm. "Get your fucking hands off me, you old bitch!"
Connie let go, but only to roundly slap Emma across the face. Emma's cheek
blazed and her eyes filled with tears. Idly she glanced up at the white kitchen clock,
smeary with years of cooking grease. It wa 6:55 and the notion of stealing upstairs
for a quiet evening of refuge on the third floor had disappeared. All she knew was
she was sick of it all, sick of the struggle to get through each evening. She made a
move towards the sink to finish the dishes, to get away from this drunken shrew,
but Connie blocked her path.
"Stop looking at that clock! You're not going anywhere until you apologize for
your behavior and for your mouth! And you won't be watching David Cass-ass-idy
tonight either! You think you can get away with calling me a bitch? Do you think
the other girls who live on this street treat their mothers the way you treat me?"
Connie's voice was a ragged, falsetto shriek, and she stood with her legs apart, and
her fists clenched. "I expect an answer when I'm talking to you!"
"I don't know, Mom! Now why don't you just get out of the way so I can do
the dishes?"
"I would suggest you call some of your friends. Ask Beth Friedmann or Annie
Lomax if they are such a bitch to their mothers!"
"Why don't you call? Ask their mothers if they treat their daughters the way
you treat me!"
Connie slapped Emma again and backed her up against the wall. Emma
looked down at the table and saw the carving knife, still with raw chicken clinging
to it, and felt the rage exploding in her chest. After a moment of hesitation she
reached around Connie and closed her fingers around the wooden handle of the
knife.
Emma pulled the carving knife upright in front of her and said, as Connie
gasped and backed away, "Don't hit me again. You're never going to hit me again,
you understand?"
Connie exploded. "You little bitch, you're crazy, you know that! I'm going to
call your doctor and have you put away! You're a crazy little bitch!"
The knife wavered in Emma's hands, but she had seen the genuine shock in
Connie's eyes, and felt the power of victory, and she straightened the blade as if it
were Excalibur. "Never again;' she said more firmly and smiled. "Don't you ever
try to hit me again, and I think you ought to tell your doctor about how crazy you
are. You're nothing but a drunken old woman."
"You go to your room! No TV for you tonight!" Connie shrieked and picked
up her coffee mug.
Emma thought for a moment that her mother was going to throw the coffee at
her, and she flinched, ducking her head. But the moment passed, and Emma set
the carving knife on the table, turned on her heel, and dashed up the back stairs.
Once on the third floor Emma closed and locked the door to her bedroom and
rescued from the back of the closet the small television she had borrowed from
Maria while she was in Michigan. "The Partridge Family" was still on, and she
would get to see David sing, anyway. Emma didn't often notice the sophomoric
humor, the lousy acting, or the fakery of the concert scenes. Her favorite part was
watching David Cassidy and feeling a thrum between her legs when his eyes gazed
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out from underneath his absurdly long bangs, straight at her. Emma knew that
David, or someone remarkably like him, with pretty eyes, longish hair, and carrying
a guitar, would soon be coming to rescue her.
Meanwhile, her heart still pumping with terror, Emma lit a stolen Kent
cigarette and leaned back on her bed.
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PECAN TACKLE
Lynda Rutledge

On Friday nights in small towns across Texas there is a sort of omnipotence
granted to young, athletic teenage boys. It is called football. And in the world of the
small town high school, if you are of the sinewy, quick-as-a-buck variety of scrubby
good-looking Texas boy, you are godlike. Girls vie to wave porn porns on the sidelines for you, to run before you onto the stadium field in presentation to your
admiring hosts. Legions of talented musicians shower your actions with horns and
cymbals, and even put on a show in your absence. Queens are crowned for you,
handlers are hired and fired according to your performance. And if you are as good
on the field as you are coming onto the field, well, you can write your ticket for as
long as you are this side of that cap and gown.
Into Poetry, Texas, in P.J. Crozier's freshman year, back when she allowed people to call her Penny Jo, there came a family, cousins to Aunt Jimmie's late husband
Ed, that had one of these godlike young boys who looked as if he grew from that
black soil just for the Friday night game, ripe for the picking and ready to play.
Number 38 in your programs, Number One in your hearts. His name was Mack.
Mack Beene, with blond hair, hazel eyes bright and flecked, and dimples a girl
would die for. He was a junior-an older man. And the first heart he broke was
P.J. 's, because this young hunk was off-limits. By law, he was her cousin. And all
the girls were instantly her bosom buddies, panting for an introduction.
So she and Mack became best friends of the punching-arm variety, a quick hug
and a tease at family gatherings, a cruising for a burger variety when no date was
planned. With a vow to always be there if one ever needed the other. Adolescent
promises, deeply stated, never quite forgotten.
Years passed. The usual happened, the drifting apart, time and space the benign
enemies. She drifted north with a temporary young husband not to Mack's liking.
He moved wherever the football took him. Poetry, Texas was just for memories.
During her first few years in the big city, it became her habit to read the sports
section of the newspapers daily. For small listings at first: Mack Beene, All-American University of Texas running back. Then larger ones: Mack Beene, second
round draft choice, New York Giants. Mack Beene, ten catches for 220 yards and
two touchdowns. Mack Beene, traded, Washington Redskins for three future draft
choices. For ten years, she read the sports section religiously, for one reason, just
one: Mack Beene. Until the day she'd read he'd been cut. Permanently disabled.
Knees, career, gone.
And now, time and space also the benign friends, she was back in Poetry, Texas,
for the first time since high school, standing on a hill at her family's farm, staring
down at the old rent house at the edge of the property. And she watched this very
man sit down in an old cane-backed, wooden chair with a bowl of pecans in his lap.
She saw him lay the metal nutcracker inside the bowl and pick up two pecans, and
begin handling them like small balls, rolling them around in his palm. Then as he
placed his other hand over them, stuck his elbows out for traction, and squeezed,
she could almost hear the sound of the pecans cracking against each other.
Instantly, she was transported. Years back. Funny how a sound can do that. It
was an autumn day in high school. She and Mack were at Aunt Jimmie's, sentenced
to an afternoon of picking pecans in the shade of the pecan grove behind Aunt
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Jimmie's fallout shelter. They'd turned it into a game: Who can hit the bucket from
how far away?
For an hour, they pitched pecans at their target, both of them chunking pecans
plink plink plink from farther and farther back, until the bucket was full and they
were standing over it, laughing, both claiming victory. Then with a touchdown yell,
Mack, his sun-bleached hair falling into his face, plopped to the ground, fixed those
hazel eyes with the flecks on her, took a couple of pecans in his big, young, overgrown hands, and cracked them against each other. He popped the first few nut
pieces into her mouth. Then the rest were his, as he sat there cracking pecan after
pecan after pecan.
As she slowly chewed the pecan pieces, young PJ. Crozier, though, was not
watching Mack Beene's hands. She was staring at the sweat dripping down his bulging biceps, the ripple in his shoulder and neck muscles, and the sly possum grin, as
elbows out, hands gripped, he seemed to be luxuriating in his show-off strength.
Superman squeezing coal into diamonds. And she knew he knew she was watching.
Oh, he knew. He'd pop the pecan into his mouth, chew it with a cocky, openmouthed grin, crack another and another, slowing the effort down, devil-grinning
at her, flexing again and again, muscles moving in and out just for her.
She felt a hot rush run up her neck. So she turned away, flipping her houlderlength black hair back in a prissy, bored way. Then she'd hear the crack and casually
glance out of the corner of her eye, drawn but uncomfortable. Very uncomfortable.
Yet he just kept on with that grin-the Cheshire cat grin, the possum grin, the insufferable, cocky, I'm-too-cool-to-live grin which was driving her to distraction.
Until i'mpulsively, she picked up a pecan and flicked it at him, popping him
square on the nose.
With a surprised grunt, Mack's possum grin vanished. PJ. had liked that response so much, she flicked another.
So he flicked one back at her.
It stung.
Therefore, she retaliated. And they were suddenly pelting each other under the
shade of the tree, flailing in wild, childish, overhand gestures, screeching with yelps
and laughter, until they both fell backwards into the grass, away from each other,
sides hurting, breathing hard and good. Everything back to normal again.
Standing there on the farm road, PJ. could still picture the view she saw as a
sixteen-year-old lying there in the grass. Black pecan tree limbs covering the white
sky like lace-only a moment's glance, but it had obviously etched somewhere in
her mind to still be there after all these years. Because she remembered that a second later she'd heard Mack moving and had sat up only in time to be tackled, nose
rubbed into the grass, and squeal loudly as he loped away.
It was a powerful image, still so much alive that a very grown-up PJ. Crozier
could not control the same hot rush up her neck as she strained to watch those same
muscular arms that had tackled her during pecan day long ago. She had loved him
in a way you can only love a boy who was wonderful, who was beautiful, who was
safe.
Quietly, she walked over the ridge to the house and trees, the wind masking the
sounds of her feet in the tall grass, until she was close enough to pick up a stray pecan and flick it across the yard at him. It hit his knee. He glanced around.
Fifteen years was a long time. How was he different? More hair on his face, less
hair on his head. And yet he was still in shape. Oh yes. And his eyes now centered
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quizzically on her.
He didn't recognize her at first, it was obvious. But when he stood up, there was
that possum grin shining through the beard. And with a limping lope, he moved
toward her, as her own grin spread across her face.
"Penny!" he laughed, deep and delighted. "I thought you'd fallen off the face of
the earth! Why didn't anyone tell me you were here? Penny Jo Crozier, ha!" And
she allowed him to bear-hug her long and hard. Surrendering to his warm, big,
rugged body.
Wishing, suddenly, to be tackled again.
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LOUIS
Craig A. Keller

I was drunker than stale horse piss when the cops came to drag Louis's stiff gray
body out of that South Side alley, so I can't say I was feeling much of anything other
than the acrid paste coating my tongue. Christ, I even had the gall to ask one of the
cops for my freshly dead pal's foul, yellow-plaid coat. Not that the icy blasts of wind
whipping in off the lake or the sudden flurries of damp snowflakes slowly burying
me alive where I sat slouched in a catatonic stupor against one brick wall were having the slightest effect on my numbed body. No, that disgusting garment represented
something more: the whole of poor Louis's estate, and as sole executor and beneficiary of that estate I was paying homage to that time-honored bum credo and
hoarding whatever my greedy fingers happened to snatch up.
The cop threw the coat at me like I was some kind of horrible diseased rat. I
lunged for it, but it got hung up on one of the protruding corners of the big green
·
trash dumpster to my left. I let it stay there.
"Jesus, ain't you a cold-blooded bastard;' said the cop. "Take it. Definitely ain't
<loin' your pal much good now."
As he poke, I had to squint hard to make him out at the entrance to the alley
where he stood. Flecks of snow whirled everywhere like a colossal, burst down
pillow. Next to him, his leather-jacketed copper buddy got bu y hauling Louis by
the armpits across the snow-packed ground toward the waiting van. The heel of
Louis's boots traced furrows in the snow and bounced when they hit hidden rocks.
'" Sanks offizer;' I slurred. "Merry Chrissmess to ya', and to all a good fuckin'
night."
The cops shoved Louis into the back of the van just like a loaf of bread and
banged the doors shut. So long Lou, have a nice trip.
"Try to stay warm, old man;' said one of the cops. "We don't wanna come back
to cart you off tomorrow, we got an overload as it is."
I tried to aye-aye the cop with a salute, but it came acros like I was picking lice
from my matted hair. They climbed into opposite sides of the van, and when the
driver stomped on the gas, exhaust erupted all over me. It hung there for a while,
outlined in the frozen air, and I hacked and coughed in the middle of it. When it
cleared I looked at the place in front of the alley wall opposite me where Louis had
been sitting. There was no snow where his long, stiff legs had stretched, only a glistening puddle of piss that had trickled posthumously from his prick.
It grew cold and the sky outside the crack of alley way bloomed a deep purple.
A street lamp popped on. It was time to push myself to my feet and stagger over to
the Baptist mission on Crandel Street where I could alway sucker a bowl of thin
soup and a flop, but everything below the neck was asleep and frozen stiff. I stared
bleary-eyed at the refuse piled in front of the opposite brick wall: a couple of dented
garbage cans overflowing, one of those wooden-slatted pallets, frost gripping its
splinters, some wooden packing crates. I felt my head getting heavy as a brick and
then my chin smacked sharply against my chest.
"Stump! Hey, wake up, ya dumbshit boozehound!"
My eyelid snapped back. My head hit the wall with a hollow thud. Louis was
sitting on the edge of a crate, leaning toward me with his elbows on his knee , glaring. He had on a finely tailored, white-linen suit that gave off a faint glow, and his
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dark hair was greased and neatly combed.
"Goddamn stupid bum! You wanna freeze your ass to death like I just done?
That two-bit whiskey you been sluggin'll bamboozle ya every time."
Louis was shaking his head back and forth.
"Bamboozle?" I said. "What the shit is that?"
"You is skunked, ain't ya?" said Louis. "Bamboozle. A word! Like tricked,
suckered. That bottle makes ya think you's warm when your guts is tumin' into ice."
He wagged his finger reproachfully at me, and I watched it blur and reappear
and blur and reappear. His legs were crossed now and he leaned back casually
against the wall as if the cold was only a minor nuisance he had to contend with. I
couldn't believe this was the same Louis who slept inside cardboard boxes stuffed
with newspaper and picked his nose so fiercely it would start bleeding. I just
couldn't make myself believe it. I wanted answers.
"Okay, Mister Fancy Pants," I said, "you know so much how come you
croaked?"
"Heh, heh;' Louis laughed, the phlegm rattling around in his throat. "Fancy
pants. Heh, heh, heh. Never thought anyone ever call me that. 'Specially youse, you
son of a slimy whore. Wasn't no idea of mine though, wearin' all this starchy shit.
Just wait 'til it's your tum, smart guy. You're gonna-"
"Louie! Shut up for a second, will ya? I asked how come you croaked. You're
dead, ain't ya?"
He shrugged his shoulders.
"Yeah, yeah. I'm dead. Dead all right. See?"
He poked an arm at me. I went to grab the wrist and my knuckles scraped the
pavement.
"Heh, heh;' he chuckled. "Somethin' else now, ain't it? How come? Shit. Prob'ly
has somethin' to do with that little girl's skirt I lifted on Pomrose last week. I dunno,
Stump. It's the craziest goddamn thing bein' dead. I tell ya."
/ actually thought it probably had more to do with the knock he'd taken on the
noggin the day before. A loudmouth Mexican punk, stoned on ditch weed, had
taunted Louis in front of the St. Ignatius church on Wentworth Avenue and had
tossed a respectable chunk of rock right into his forehead. Splat. And down Louis
went, the blood running over his scalp, behind his ear, and into a wide crack on the
sidewalk. A pretty large pool had formed by the time I showed up to haul him to
his feet. Hospital made us wait three fucking hours before some second-rate junior
medic slapped fifteen stitches over his right eye. They still showed.
"How's them embroideries feelin', Lou?" I asked.
He let his fingertips graze over them gently and winced.
"Oooo. Not so hot, I guess;' he said. "Thank the bless'd Virgin you was there."
"Bless'd Virgin? Since when was you a Catholic?"
"Wasn't 'til I kicked. Figured I better start though when I saw how it all worked."
"Hold it right there, you schmuck. You tellin' me I got a Catholic heaven to look
forward to? 'Cause I ain't been to no confession ever since I was seven."
Louis dropped his hand into his lap and leaned back.
'½in't 'lowed to say."
"Jesus, what good is ya anyway?" I said. "Hey, Louie, how come you never got
to the mission last night?"
Something in this touched an open sore in Louis. He rolled his eyes, groaned,
and shifted his ass on the crate. His hand roamed about inside his vest pocket and
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brought out a tiny golden shot glass. A sleigh bell. He crouched forward and pushed
it under my nose.
"Pour."
I obliged. But it was not the safest request to make of a man who could barely
guide the lip of the bottle to his own. I slopped the whiskey all over his outstretched
hand, managing to get some of it in the glass and quite a bit on the crotch of my
ratty green army surplus pants.
"Holy Christmas, bum!" said Louis. "Where'd youse learn to pour? Durin' a
epileptic seizure?"
"Epilwhat?"
"Forget it."
He tilted the glass over his upturned mouth, holding it with only his index finger
and thumb while his remaining fingers lilted upward in elegant curves. He was
milking this act for the last drop.
"Well?" I asked.
"Well what?"
"So where the hell'd ya go last night, cabbage head?"
He let the whiskey settle to the bottoms of his eyeballs.
"O'Flanery threw me in the can. Was there the whole stinkin' night. Least I
wasn't freezin' my pecker off out here."
"You was in the can?" I said. "Worthless bum like you? How come?"
"'Member the ol' Paderewski place down the corner o' Pierce an' Leavitt?"
I jerked my numb head up and down. Who didn't? Paddy was a legend in these
parts. Pol0ck he was. Statesman too, as I recall. Used to put his black, gleaming
grand piano out on the veranda of his slick Victorian mansion and pound out folk
tunes and songs from the latest Broadway shows for the bustling crowds he always
drew. You could count on Paddy for a roller coaster Fourth of July all right. Louis
was just a gawky, misfit teenager back then. He worked for Mr. Paderewski, kept
his Packard shiny and his hedges clipped. For peanuts.
"Well;' said Louis, "I was doin' my grocery shoppin' there the other day. Like I
alway tol' ya, Stumperoo, them rich folks always gots the most fresh trash in town.
An' I was gettin' near ol' Paddy's place, an' I started gettin' all them mem'ries all over
again. You know, them mem'ries?"
He shot me a knowing look, eyes unblinking, brows arched.
Oh Lord, I thought. I sure did know all about them memories. Only they weren't
memories in the strict sense of the word, or even memories that normal folks would
have, like the first time little Timmy lets one fly on the tot pot. The problem was
this: Louis, although to my eyes a gentleman of the finest breeding and character,
sometimes fell out of step with the time-space continuum. It didn't take much, the
explosive pop of a bottle breaking or a stick snapping, and the thoughts in his head
would get all jumbled like alphabet soup. It could just as easily be 1936 to him as it
could 1986. Everything was relative.
''Anyhow;' he continued, "some real good bargains that day. Nearly had the
whole goddamn cart full when I got to Paddy's. An' I was gonna go on by, come
back here an' start sortin', when I sees this young guy an' gal movin' all sorts o' shit
into the place. Clean-cut white folks from the suburbs they was an' look like they
just come right outta the fuckin' Sears catalog or omethin'. They was drinkin' that
wine cooler bullshit that gives me an' you the shits, an' he was callin' her 'honeybuns'
and 'sugarplum' an' all that sickenin' crap I can't stand. An' there musta been a mil-
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lion an' two boxes an' crates an' things all over the yard. Well, then this yuppie bastard has to go an' drop this pink porcelain lamp right on the steps leadin' up to the
door and bingo, my dumb-shit brain did one of them backward flips an' I started
seein' ol' Paddy all over again. It was like them boxes come alive an' they was all o'
sudden all them folks used to come 'round to Paddy's for them big parties way back.
Jimmy Dolan an' the factory boys was there. They was slingin' horseshoes! All
them rich families used to live 'round here too. Ladies was wearin' them long fancy
dresses an' droopy hats. Guys was wearin' knickers! 'Member fuckin' knickers,
Stump? They was all singin' an' gabbin' an' drinkin' beers in mugs an' sippin' wine,
an' they was barbequin' an' the sausages was poppin' an' sizzlin' right under my goddamn nose! My mouth got all wet just lookin' at ' em. An' I swears to holy God,
Stump-I can see it clear as limey gin right now-ol' Paddy was up on the porch
bangin' on the piano. They was all sorts o' folks 'round him real tight so I couldn't
get no good look at him, an' they was all singin' some old Polack song or somethin'.
An' then-"
Louis let loose a heavy, dejected sigh and looked away. Leave it to Lou to burn
you with a dramatic pause.
"An' then ..." I said. '½n' then what, you dizzy fruitloop?"
He looked me straight in the eye, serious as cancer. The stitches on his forehead
looked like they were straining to pop loose.
"An' then;' said Louis, "somebody slaps me on the elbow an' my head snaps
back to the real world an' I sees it's this young Sears catalog fellow wants me to get
off his grass. Just standin' there real calm an' smug, arms crossed, with this pink
sweater tied in a stupid fuckin' knot 'round his neck. Guess the poor geek don't
know how to dress hisself. Anyway, first he asks me real polite, like 'do I need some
help?' You know the type. As if he could actually give a sewer rat's ass whether I
live or die. Phony fuckin' do-gooder. An' then when he sees I ain't ready to go nowhere yet-I'm still smellin' the sausages-he starts gettin' this uptight cork-upthe-ass attitude an' tells me he's gonna call the cops if I don't budge. Forced to. Left
him no other choice an' all that cowflop. Guy walks back to the house to call the
cops just when I'm beginnin' to realize what's goin' on. Comes back outta the house,
standin' on the porch, an' I'm still standin' on his precious grass, an' now he's really
losin' it. Forget the polite shit. Now I'm a 'piece o' trash' an' a 'pathetic deadbeat' an'
I forget what all else. Now come on, Stump, we got our dignities, huh? That guy
forced me to do what I done next. I unzip my fly an' pull out what's left o' the family
jewels an' I start pissin' all over these cutesy little flowers they's got all lined up real
pretty an' shit. Diff'rent colors. Red, blue, orange. Sep'rated like. An' the gal sticks
her hands over her mouth like this an' screams an' just keeps on screamin'. Won't
stop for nuthin' , which is just my intention. Just like the broad's seen a mouse crawl
outta her skivvies. Then the guy runs at her an's tryin' to make her shut up, an' he's
screamin' at me so I join the party an' start screamin' back-God knows what-an'
everybody an' their dog in the whole fuckin' neighborhood's screamin' for us to can
the racket. An' then the lady starts pointin' at my face an' screamin' even louder an'
I realize the fuckin' stitches weren't holdin' none too good an' all this blood's pourin'
down the side o' my face an' onto them goddamn flowers. An' then O'Flanery shows
up an' tosses me in the tank."
My sides split. I laughed so hard I thought I'd start coughing up yellow gobs of
puke again and sure enough I did. The tears streamed down my cheeks so thick they
began to form icicles. And suddenly the blinding beam of flashlight lit up the alley
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like a locomotive hurtling hellbent through a dark tunnel.
"Crazy old kook;' muttered some man's voice. "Hey there pal, why don't you
come on out of there and we'll find you a warm place for the night."
The light was so dazzling I could only make out a dim silhouette behind it. A
cop's hat? Maybe.
"Plenty warm already;' I said. "Reg'lar picnic goin' on. Good grog, good buddies. Cheers."
"Buddie ?" said the voice. "Oh. Yeah. Right. Suit yourself."
The light flicked off and I saw purplish spots. Footsteps clopped off down the
sidewalk. I turned back to Louis who was thrusting his shot glass at me violently
and demanding another drink. I poured it and heard him mutter something nasty
about cops. I'd forgotten all about the mission.
"Keep it comin' Louie! " I bellowed. "You're killin' me! You're killin' me! "
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HOME FREE
Polly Mills
When Bardy got to the park, he crammed himself-six-one-into a baby swing
and hung there, feeling his balls turn blue. This was living. A profoundly skinny
black asshole went by behind the fence, balancing a blaster on his shoulder like a
side of beef, making Bardy feel vulnerable. How fast could he scramble out of the
rubber seat? Not fast at all. He could be dead, if the situation turned into anything.
He had a rep in this hood; it was crazy for him to make himself so vulnerable. The
rush of it made him giddy. He almost cried in public. He saw Melissa Jensen, always beautiful, with all kinds of hair in her eyes, crossing at the corner, and he
hoisted himself out of the seat to balance on his ass and heels on top of it.
"Hey, Melissa!" he bellowed, swaying by accident on the swing, throwing the
words (but loud) away, to let her hear how much he didn't care. She was sixteen
now and had big tits and a waist that gave him a sinking feeling, as the sharp sun
silhouetted her (she was dressed in black) against the tarpapered houses on Ashland
Avenue. There was something mature now about her hair-she was curling it or
something.
She saw him waving, smiling, sitting like a chimpanzee on top of the baby
swings in the park, and she remembered all about him. Once in ninth grade, on his
roof with a bunch of kids, she let him kiss her, not too much, but she liked it. Bardy
Tenngren was a natural enigma. He held her hand, squeezing it without letup all that
night. And while Ivan and those guys were talking shit, talking reefer and boosting,
Bard was rapping like the rest of them, but he kept leaning into her and whispering,
"Look at the moon, Lissa, you can see the man," and "He's going, 'I see you, Lissa,
hanging out with bad boys,' and 'Lissa, Lissa, Lissa, is a pretty girl."' He even said,
in secret, "Look at those morons, they can't tell what I'm saying. They think I'm
talking dirty in your ear. You should probably smile now and act like I've swayed
you with words."
"Hi, Bard," she said now, leaning her tits into the chain-link fence. She was nine
feet away. He could see her fingers poking through the links, curly, like an eagle's.
"Whachou been doin' ?" he asked her.
"Nothing. School."
"But there's school today;' said Bard.
"I didn't have the heart for it. How about you, Bard?"
"I finished school at Charley Town. Got a G.E.D."
"Really?"
"Yeah."
"You were in Charley Town? I heard you were at Menard, with the psychopaths."
"I'm a minor."
"Oh, yeah." Melissa was god-damned examining him, looking at his pointy
knees, then his arms, then his shoulders. "You got new glasses;' she said.
"They gave them to me in jail. Gorgeous, right?"
"You look like a stockbroker."
"I feel like one," Bard said grinning; he knew he could be witty as hell. He
scratched his shoulder so she would look at it again and notice that he had been
working out.

119

"I bet," said Melissa, looking sideways at him. She had black raccoon lines
around her eyes to make her look tough, but Bard thought they made her look
vulnerable.
"I been working out;' he said, but suddenly he felt like an asshole for saying it.
"Yeah?"
"While I was incarcerated."
"I bet it was pretty boring."
He wondered what she said that for. It was hard looking at her, with the noon
sun making everything too sharp, with the long cars going by behind her, with the
smell of gasoline from the station across the corner. He got this funny feeling of
wanting to be someplace dark and still and warm with her, talking his head off. He
thought of his crib with his big sister Allison crashed in broad daylight; forget that.
The smokehouse behind Pierce School, but Melissa would never go there. "Want
to go to Tastee Freez?" he asked, "get some fries?"
"I guess."
At Tastee Freez, first they smelled the fries sizzling. Coming in from the cold
made the smell somehow good. They felt it in their mouths and stomachs, although
in their heads it reminded them of poached eggs and fishsticks. Bard went up to the
counter and told the Cuban guy there, "Two orders of fries and . . . ?"
''A Tab;' said Melissa.
''And a large orange."
"For here or to go?" the Cuban guy asked. He was a shrimp, so Bard didn't freak
too much about the accent, although he could hardly understand the motherfucker.
"Here."
Bard paid and then they took their food to the table in the corner, with a sweeping view of Clark Street at Hollywood through one window and of Terry's Jip Joint
through the other. Terry sold cigarettes to minors, along with candy and fireworks,
and was a staple in the neighborhood. If Bard sat there long enough, he would see
someone he knew coming out of Terry's.
At the table, Melissa took the plastic catsup bottle and carefully sprinkled dabs
of catsup all over her fries. When she was done, Bard expelled a big glob in a corner that he had cleared of fries in his basket. He hated slimy stuff, and liked the idea
of having some control. It wasn't dark at all in Tastee Freeze, with the sun cutting
through the corner windows, but on the other hand, there was no one there except
the Cuban, who wouldn't be listening to white people's personal shit.
"What are you going to do now, Bard?" Melissa asked, poking at her fries.
"Eat;' he said, avoiding all shit.
"No. I mean now that you're out."
"Nothing. I'm not breaking the law, that's for sure. I'm getting a job. I'm getting
my own crib. I'm going to college. I think Blackburne downstate. They have an
excellent liberal arts program. You can design your own curriculum."
Melissa wasn't sure what liberal arts were. She thought of hippies, though, and
figured that Bard was fooling himself if he counted on fitting in. "What are you
going to do there?"
"Prepare for graduate school."
"Ha!" But Melissa hadn't meant to laugh. She pictured Bardy smoking a pipe,
with reefer in it, and toting a load of books under his arm. It was all wrong.
"Really?" she said, sipping her Tab.
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"People don't realize my potential. I have a genius I. Q."
"Right. Smart guys are always going to jail."
"You don't know me very well."
"I know you enough."
"What if I said I knew all about you, Liss?" Bard said, changing the tone of the
conversation to something more gentle. "What if I said you were just a punk, smoking cigarettes before your time- and easy?"
"Fuck you;' she said, gently.
"I wouldn't say that."
"You just did."
"It was hypothetical, Lissa. I was making a point. Because I know there's more
to you, because I took the time to think about it. Because I know you're vulnerable,
just like all the other assholes. And I know girls just smoke cigarettes, e.g. , because
they don't want people to know how scared they really are of getting tits and having
babies and getting married and settling down in the suburbs."
Melissa laughed at him. "You're nuts;' she said, grinning over her straw. "Do you
really have a genius I. Q. ?" she asked.
"One forty-nine."
"Is that good?"
"It'll do. It's just enough to make me feel like a fucking moron all the time."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean my head is going crazy all the time. Like maybe normal people walk
down the street, thinking, 'duh, dee, duh, duh, maybe I'll feed the dog,' but I'm
thinking about life and death all the time. All the time, the ideas are racking around
in me. Like how we are polluting the environment. Like Agent Orange. Like Terry's
is corrupting youth. Like this fucking acne will leave lifetime scars. Like motherhood is subrogated. Like.
"
"What's that?"
"What?"
"Subrogated."
"It's fucked over."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You will, as soon as you settle down in the suburbs."
"You're an enigma, Bard."
He laughed; he liked that. He wanted to kiss her, right now. The Cuban guy
wasn't looking; Bard saw that he had his ass to the customers and was leaning on
the inside counter, grooving to his a-000-ga music. Bard knew enough Spanish to
know the guy was believing some song about love and a sad corazon.
He stood up and leaned over the French fries. He spilled his orange into his lap,
but he didn't give a fuck. He kissed her and she let him. As soon as he felt her
tongue, little, wet, in his mouth, he got hard; he'd been away a long time. He heard
Who music in his mind.
"I love you;' he whispered, meaning every word of it, and, she couldn't help it,
she laughed.
They sat there a couple of hours; Bard said his lap had to dry, but that wasn't
really it. Melissa smoked a half pack of Marlboros, and Bard swiped the smoke
away, just happy to be sitting close to a girl. He couldn't get his hard-on down
though; even thinking of jail again didn't work. Nothing worked until he saw his
best friend, Ivan, wearing the lucky plaid hunting jacket he'd lent him, going into
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Terry's with some short, fucking, new guy.
Back on the street, squeezing Lissa's hand hard, his balls sticking to his Fruit of
the Looms as he walked, with Lucian up ahead and the new guy, Thomas, pimpwalking to make up for his height, Bard felt better. He was back with the people.

*

*

*

When Bard got home, reeling, smiling his cocaine smile, he caught a broad,
funny view of Alli on schlumped on the sofa, waving Siddhartha at him, the book
rolled up like a taco. She'd been reading it until "Jeopardy" came on.
''Aw, man, Bard;' she slung the words over his shoulder, toward the front door
behind him. He got no respect. "You're home one fucking day, and you're high," said
Allison, with pure sisterly regret. She waited for him to answer h~r. He didn't. He
turned the corner from the apartment's small entrance way and veered into the
kitchen. Allison jumped up from the couch, leaving "Jeopardy"_to fend for itself,
and came into the kitchen just in time to see Bard pull a T-bone steak in a plastic
wrapper out from under his shirt. "Man, Bard;' she said.
"I've gotta eat, don't I?" Bard answered.
"You don't have to steal the shit."
"Where else am I going to get it? Are you gonna buy ome meat for me with
your paycheck?"
"Shut up."
"Get a jDb, Allison."
Allison, leaning against the empty refrigerator, wanted some steak, but wouldn't
ask him for any, on principle. She had had it with rice and Jello, but, when she
considered what was worse, Jello and a life of reclusion or meat and a life among
society's assholes, her choice was a simple one. "I can't get a job; you know that;'
she said.
"Bullshit, Al. Go to therapy, like I told you. You can't stay here all your life."
"No. Maybe I'll go out and knock over some drugstores. Then I can get out
into the world like you did, see the pleasant vistas of Audie Home and St. Charles."
"You'd never get arrested;' he assured her.
Bard pulled a bottle of Worcestershire sauce out of his left-hand army jacket
pocket, unscrewed the lid, and set the bottle down on the table. It spilled. He wiped
it up with a dishtowel, then saved the dishtowel to wipe over his meat when it was
cooked. He stooped, swaying, to light the broiler in the oven, then he slid his steak
in on top of the unprotected broiler plate.
''I'm not cleaning up your shit, Bard;' his sister told him. She was waiting for
him to sway a little harder, then do some sort of little spin, then melt, knees first,
into a puddle beside the stove, sort of a la Stan Laurel, which wouldn't be the first
time he passed out in mid-sentence.
"Sure, you'll clean it up;' Bard said. "You've got nothing better to do. Did you
even read today?"
"I read Rosshalde yesterday and today I'm reading Magister Ludi," she aid,
putting a hand on her hip, jerking her bangs from her eyes.
"Well, that's good anyway. However, that book is hit."
"Which one?
"Magister Ludi." Bard slammed the broiler door closed, then began shuffling
through Melmac plates in the dish rack to find hi favorite one, the mismatched
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plate featuring a big-eyed puppy. "Where's Phido?" he said. "Did you use it?"
"I don't eat off of mass-media, art-for-arts-sake garbage."
"No, you don't eat off of it. You just eat it. 'And she shook when she laughed
like a bowl full of Jello."' Bard cracked up.
"It's not Jello, in the poem; it's jelly. They didn't have Jello in those days. Besides, what else can you eat for ten cents? Like, that steak must have cost two dollars," she said.
"You're fading out, Al;' Bard said.
"Oh yeah. So you got your steak for free, but think about what you're costing
society."
"Hey;' he told her, "Steal This Book." He was bending over again, this time poking his butt in her face.
"Get out of here;' she told Bard.
"Get out of here;' he repeated, mimicking her in a high-pitched whine.
"Drop dead, Bard."
"Maybe I will."
"Shut up."
"Get therapy, Allison."
"Get a social conscience, Bard."
"Get a job, bitch."
"Get a G.E.D., moron."
"Hey!" he shouted. He physically wiped a smirk off his face by swiping his hand
over his mouth. "I'm getting my G.E.D. I took the test at Charley Town last week
before I got paroled and now I'm just waiting for the test scores. It's a mere formality, Allison. I passed that shit. Then I'm going to pre-med. I'd go to law school,
but you can't get in with a record. Try doing shit with a record, Al."
"Try not breaking the law."
"I am. I am trying."
"O.K."
Bard gingerly pulled the broiler drawer open. The smell of his browning T-bone
filled the room. He flipped it with a fork, then slid the drawer closed.
"Is Dad sleeping?" he asked.
"He left."
"Is he tending bar?"
"So they say. I think Cheryl just lets him work there to pay off his tab. Meanwhile, he's still drinking more than he's selling."
"Dad's got to go to A.A.;· said Bard.
"Too bad they don't have A.A. for cokeheads, Bardy.''
"Too bad they don't have A. A. for fat asses, Allison."
Bard pulled the broiler drawer open, crouched down in front of the open, blue
flames, pulled his switch blade out from his right-hand jacket pocket and, with the
fork, gingerly cut into the center of the steak. It bled. "Bloody good," he said, in a
cockney accent.
"Gross;' said Allison. "You can't carry that knife anymore, Bard. You're tempting fate. You're asking to get arrested. You can't carry anything anymore, Bard;
you're on parole."
"Yeah."
"Plus you're high. You're high, you're stealing, and you're carrying that item."
"Have I committed any felonies in the past week, Allison?"
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"No."
"Have I hurt anyone?"

"No."
" Have I smashed anyone's face in, including your own ?"

"No."
" Did I get a job at Jupiter Department Store, starting tomorrow, paying eighty
dollars every Friday ?"
"Yes."
"Am I going to pull myself and maybe even thi s whole fucked-up family out of
the shithole?"
"I don't know."
" You don't know hit, Al , because you won't go outside."
"I can't go outside."
"Nothing will happen if you go outside, Allie."
"Yes it will. Everything will happen. I'm too afraid, Bard."
"You're too fucked up, is all."
" You should talk."
"I am talking. But you're not listening to ine simply because I am under the influence of a mind-altering drug." He laughed again.
Bard lifted his steak out from the broiler and carried it, dripping, balancing,
from the tip of his knife, across the room to the di h rack, where he selected a blue
and white abstract-patterned Melmac plate from the family's matched set. He threw
his meat onto the plate, then wiped some Worcestershire sauce off of the dish towel
onto the meat, then carried his plate high over his head into the living room, where
he sat down in front of "Jeopardy." " What is the tympanic membrane! " he roared,
after a moment, in the direction of the lady contestant wearing a red dress on TV.
Allison watched him scarf his steak and win twelve hundred imaginary dollars
on TV. He felt big. He was a brilliant fucker.

124

ABOUT STORY WORKSHOP
"Big, energetic, original throughout . . . Some of the best work we've seen . .. exhibiting precise,
cerebral concepts in writing."
From judges' comments, Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines 1985 national
contest, in which Hair Trigger 8 was awarded first prize as best college literary
magazine in the country
"Excellent prose writing. Serious professional concerns."
From judges' comments, Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines 1979 national
contest, in which Hair Trigger 3 was awarded first prize as best college literary
magazine in the country
"Both books [The Story Workshop Reader and Angels In My Oven] are fascinating and impressive
evidence of the success of your [Story] Workshop methods. A sense of life, a sense of literary
process being ripened and developed quickens nearly every piece I read. These are clearly students
bringing the best of their powers to bear on the writing task while those powers are being extended
in a most wonderful variety of directions. The discipline rises from the vigorous immersion of
the writers with their material-as it should. "
R. V. Cassill, Brown University
Author of Doctor Cobb 's Game and The Goss Women
"I've been very impressed with some of Schultz's [Story Workshop] techniques, and have been
using them in my beginning writer's class this fall to a limited degre-and have had the most
responsive and productive class I've ever had. Needless to say I'll be going into it much more
thoroughly next time I teach the course . . . . I'm enthusiastic . .. especially about the stressing
of creativity over amateur criticism. "
Oakley Hall, Director, Program of Writing
University of California, Irvine
"Superior fiction ... One great strength of most of this writing is its unrelenting realism . . . large
doses for a CPSA judge who has tired of reading about unicorns, rainbows, lollipops and
BMW's ... a great and jolting tonic. I love it that your writers do not blanch before words or
topics which would send Jesse Helms into Code Blue."
From judges' comments on award of :\1edalist Certificate to Hair Trigger 12
in the Columbia Scholastic Press Association's 1990 national competition
"It's the kind of writing that makes me stop what I' m doing, pick up the book, and set off to
find a colleague to share it with."
Robert F. Hogan, Executive Secretary
National Council of Teachers of English
"The Freshman English section offl will astound anyone who has ever had to teach or take that
agonizing course."

Chicago Review

HAIR TRIGGER 13

COLUMBIA COLLEGE

ISBN 0-932026-24-9

